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I dedicate this book to my father Peter Preece. He probably 
does not agree with one word of what I have written but 
it is partly thanks to him that I made my fi rst journey to 

Africa some ten years ago, a continent that 
has captured my heart.
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Foreword

In his recent publication Gentle Action: Bringing Creative Change to a Turbulent 
World, physicist and philosopher David Peat (2008) puts a powerful but 
compelling case for gentle action as a more effective, non-invasive way of 
bringing about positive, engaged and sustainable change. Peat also high-
lights the many cases in which rigidity and failure to understand complexi-
ties have resulted in disastrous results from well-meaning interventions 
from local to international levels.

This book on Lifelong Learning and Development evokes a similar case 
for engaged social action without any pretensions to providing ultimate 
solutions. Throughout the book, Julia Preece holds our hands and walks us 
carefully through a complex array of standpoints: globalization, postcolo-
nial theory, African Renaissance, regional and international development 
protocols, gender and feminist perspectives, African indigenous philoso-
phies and values, a critique of development, open and distance learning . . . 
All in an effort to take us into the inside of a case she is determined to 
make . . . which is a case for the social purpose of lifelong learning.

The book acknowledges that lifelong learning is not an easy topic, and 
has, in many instances been quite an elusive one. Paradigmatic shifts and 
switches between education and learning have often occurred when many 
countries in the global South are still locked in higher and more complex 
battles with the highly invasive, and still overwhelming presence of the west-
ern paradigm that continues to determine the apparatus for value-coding 
in every capillary of their lives. Somewhere between the tensions in citizen-
ship as civic knowledge for electoral purposes, and effective, lived capability 
to propose and demand action lies the critical intellect of this author 
who presents us with this theoretical and conceptual critique of the core 
discourses surrounding and shaping the lifelong learning discourse.

Doing this from the perspective of the global South no doubt posits its 
own challenges at this point in time. In generational terms, the twenty-fi rst 
century is one in which the voice of human agency is emerging from the 



margins, forcing into the mainstream both critical and constructive per-
spectives that are facilitating the gradual transformation of ethos, ethics 
and practices. Strong development perspectives on the relationship between 
the North and the South, between mainstream science systems and the 
suppressed ‘others’, and a distinct tone of defi ance and impatience begins 
to ring out at the default drive in contemporary practices that endorsed 
indifference as its core philosophy.

In many parts of the global South, there is an emerging realization that 
new directions in the philosophy and sociology of development, of science, 
and of intellectual practice today are emerging, not from the academia but 
from questions raised by grassroots movements, making knowledge an 
intrinsic part of democratic politics. It is within these emergent perspectives 
that propositions for indigenous directed partnerships, an integrative para-
digm shift, and renegotiation of human agency are being articulated (see 
Odora Hoppers 2008, Fatnowna and Pickett 2002, Prakash 1995).

This cannot make it easy for an academic whose blood identity is not 
from Africa or the global South. The question then becomes, how does a 
human being with a different origin enter an arena of evident marginaliza-
tion and participate fully in the project of human emancipation? To me, 
the answer lies in Martin Luther King Jr’s assertions that change does not 
roll in on the wheels of inevitability but comes through struggle. Human 
progress is neither automatic nor inevitable. Every step towards the goals 
of justice requires sacrifi ce and struggle, tireless exertions and passionate 
concern of dedicated individuals. It is here that we fi nd Preece’s dedicated 
commitment to stand on the side of the dispossessed, the subaltern, and 
from there, invest in this profound exploration around the question of life-
long learning and development at this point in time.

She of course recognizes the impact that colonization and the inherent 
violence of dispossession have had on people’s identities, cultures and life 
experiences. But what she does is to posit this understanding against the 
complexities of institutional structures, textual representations and power 
relations that are responsible for reproducing that vicarious domination, 
and that works to consistently make its true cruelty appear as benevolence 
under the rubric and pretensions of ‘development’. How then can indige-
nous values, ways of knowing and seeing enter into the play in a manner 
that can infl uence the contemporary moment?

The answer to this lies in undertaking a comprehensive and multifaceted 
exploration in which both the structural and the personal, the philosophi-
cal and the pragmatic can be tossed into one stage, and made naked so that 
the citizen can at last begin to understand their true dimensions. It is only 
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when this mask is removed that authentic contemplation of the possibilities 
can be undertaken.

Postcolonialism then becomes more than post-structuralism. It is simulta-
neously a political philosophy and a strategic project of re-historicizing the 
lived worlds of the dispossessed millions and insertion of new texts, regis-
ters and discourses. In Julia Preece’s ever conscientious and optimistic eyes, 
contemporary positions are neither monolithic nor static. They are fl uid 
and ever changing. The challenge for lifelong learning in the global South, 
is for it to not only recognize the degree to which education systems in the 
former colonies are still dominated by ideologies, curricular orientations, 
pedagogies and policies that are compliant with the colonial Metropole but 
also to undertake systematic efforts to dislodge this default drive.

As she has stated, citing Audrey Lorde: The master’s tools can never dis-
mantle the master’s house. In this book, she has defi nitely made her choice. 
Revitalization of the mind requires a revitalization of language as the path-
way to revitalizing thought and contributing to the ecology of mind in a dif-
ferent dispensation. This book on lifelong learning and development is an 
exercise in precisely this!

Catherine Odora Hoppers
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Preface

My motive for writing this book derives from several different sources. 
In 2003 Maria Torres wrote a powerful critique of the way lifelong learning 
appears to be promoted as an educational discourse for the ‘North’ (those 
advanced industrialized countries that are commonly characterized as 
OECD countries) while the educational discourse for the ‘South’ (those 
formerly colonized countries that are at the bottom of World Bank develop-
ment index league tables)1 is largely confi ned to basic education. The sec-
ond stimulus came from my reading of a text from the Southern African 
Development Community’s Technical Committee on Lifelong Education 
and Training. Its defi nition of lifelong learning seemed to offer a distinctive 
perspective that I felt was missing in documents such as the European 
Memorandum on Lifelong Learning. A further stimulus came from various 
literatures related to the African Renaissance and traditional lifelong learn-
ing histories of continents like Africa and South Asia. These observations 
were enhanced by reading the literature that documents ongoing tensions 
between a broad, social purpose concept of lifelong learning and the nar-
rower skills-for-human-capital focus, manifested throughout academic and 
policy documents in the ‘North’. Finally, while some of the social trends 
that have prompted the lifelong learning agenda are identifi ed as relevant 
beyond the northern hemisphere (see, for instance, Youngman 2002), 
there are a number of distinctive development issues that require more 
focused and context specifi c attention to how lifelong learning should be 
developed in different regions. Lifelong learning does exist in the South 
and is constantly changing informally, but it needs to take different forms 
to enable people to participate more effectively in their own and wider 
societies. In recent years, there have been some efforts, largely through 
UNESCO, to begin to formulate ideas about a lifelong learning policy 
agenda for formerly colonized countries. This debate has been further 
stimulated as we approach the preparation phases for the sixth Interna-
tional Conference on Adult Education (CONFI NTEA VI) to be organized 
by UNESCO in May 2009.



However, many of the publications related to countries classifi ed in the 
Human Development Index as ‘developing’ have been criticized for not 
providing a conceptual analysis of lifelong learning that is grounded in the-
oretical or philosophical underpinnings. This book is a response to those 
concerns. It is based on my own perceptions that the spiritual and philo-
sophical traditions of some southern nations that embrace concepts such as 
the collective and interconnectedness rather than individualism auger an 
inherently different vision for lifelong learning. This vision may also reso-
nate with many writers in the global ‘North’. But it may be easier to capture 
in societies whose philosophical heritage is grounded in a different history. 
Perhaps there is potential to draw on this heritage to argue for a distinctive 
perspective for lifelong learning that acknowledges the present realities of 
globalization and development, but which also recognizes the infl uence of 
pre-colonial, colonial and postcolonial experiences on current identities. 
In so doing, maybe a more relevant and self-sustaining vision for lifelong 
learning can emerge.

In writing this book I must, however, acknowledge one obvious caveat. 
I am a white European. Although I have now either lived or worked in Africa 
since the year 2000, and listened to arguments and debates at international 
conferences from the formerly colonized countries, I cannot pretend to 
truly ‘know’ or speak for the multitude of voices in the global South.

This book is an interpretation, an attempt to contextualize and theorize 
some of the concerns and debates that are currently simmering among the 
more marginalized populations. In the process of writing, I am conscious 
that there are tensions between embracing indigenous philosophical world 
views and the hybrid nature of the contemporary world that evoke many 
contradictions and questions. I have tried to recognize these tensions, but 
my focus is primarily on drawing attention to perspectives that are less 
frequently acknowledged.

Finally, a point of semantics. Shorthand terms such as ‘developing coun-
tries’ the global ‘North’ and the global ‘South’, ‘low income’ countries, 
‘advanced industrialized’ countries all create their own hidden agendas 
for meaning. In the absence of any universally agreed term for those coun-
tries which have been colonized and continue to be subjected to domi-
nance by international donor agencies I prefer to use the terms ‘South’ and 
‘North’ or ‘West’ since these are the words that Maria Torres and others 
from the South use most frequently. These terms have symbolic representa-
tion, rather than geographical accuracy. I use the term more in a political 
sense – to illustrate different perspectives and to highlight the need to rec-
ognize diversity and marginalization.

xiv Preface
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Chapter 1

Introduction

Lifelong learning (LLL) has been acknowledged as a need and a principle for 
education and learning systems worldwide, and is being actively embraced by the 
North for its own societies. However, LLL remains an uneasy topic for national 
governments in the South and for international cooperation agencies which con-
tinue to prescribe narrow basic education ceilings for poor countries.

Torres 2003:20

The essence of this book is to respond to the above concern, expressed by 
Maria Torres in her study of the status and current trends in adult basic 
education in Africa, Asia, Latin America and the Caribbean. Adult educa-
tion is not the only aspect of lifelong learning, of course, but it is the locus 
for much of the literature on this topic. In this opening chapter I outline 
the context and discussion arenas in the South for lifelong learning. I start 
by briefl y summarizing how lifelong learning evolved in the North and 
some of the semantic tensions surrounding ongoing debates. I then review 
some lifelong learning discourses in the South, and the core concerns that 
those debates highlight, including some key conferences where these issues 
are discussed.

I critique the World Bank’s recently articulated agenda for lifelong learn-
ing and development vis-à-vis voices from the South that identify the need 
to respect broader development challenges. In the last section I summarize 
how the book will position its own agenda for lifelong learning through the 
theoretical and conceptual positions of the ensuing chapters.

My core argument is that in spite of the infl uence of international aid 
agencies for pursuing narrow, neo-liberal, market-focused goals for lifelong 
learning, it should be possible for countries in the South to articulate a 
coherent vision for their own learning societies that embrace indigenous 
philosophical world views, but in a way that also recognizes the hybrid 
nature of the contemporary world. In so doing, perhaps countries in the 
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South can have a voice on the world stage that contributes to both theoriz-
ing and operationalizing lifelong learning for all.

Lifelong learning in the North

The conceptualization and operationalization of lifelong learning has 
evolved over a number of decades. Literature from Europe claims a long 
pedigree of ownership over the concept itself, dating back to a British pol-
icy document for adult education by the Ministry of Reconstruction in 1919, 
where education was identifi ed as a necessarily continuing aspect of life. 
Two key texts, among others, are often cited, starting with Lindeman in 
1926 and Yeaxlee in 1929 as being the fi rst people to write about learning 
for life. More recently two UNESCO commissioned reports: Faure et al.’s 
(1972) Learning to Be (with a focus on lifelong education ‘for both devel-
oped and developing countries’ p. 182) and the DeLors (1996) Report 
Learning the Treasure Within (denoting the conceptual transition to lifelong 
learning) are seen as instrumental to progressing this topic during the 
latter part of the twentieth century. These reports are still cited globally 
in defence of a broad vision for lifelong and life-wide learning on the 
grounds of equity and quality of life (see Medel-Añonuevo 2001 for exam-
ple, in relation to South Asia, and 2006 in relation to Africa). The reports 
denote learning that takes place from cradle to grave and that occurs across 
the whole spectrum of life experiences, encapsulated in the De Lors Report 
concepts: learning to be, to do, to know and to live together.

These documents advocate lifelong learning for both ‘developed’ and 
‘developing’ countries. However, Medel-Añonuevo (2006) points out that 
while the nineties saw a re-emergence of lifelong learning discourses in the 
North they coincided with a UNESCO world conference Education for All 
in Jomtien in 1990. This conference introduced a range of goals which 
came to be known as the EFA goals. They followed the principles of lifelong 
learning by identifying targets for early childhood education, universal pri-
mary education, life skills, literacy and gender equality. However, since 
many of the targets specifi cally related to countries receiving international 
development aid, EFA became the discourse for the South, while lifelong 
learning was adopted as the discourse for the North. This chapter will refer 
later to this phenomenon in its analysis of some key conferences.

The impetus for these UNESCO documents holds true today. They were 
based on an identifi ed need for continuous learning to equip people with 
the resources to deal with a fast changing and uncertain world: the need to 
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update skills, knowledge and understanding in response to changing labour 
markets, new technologies and the increasing economic competitiveness of 
this globalized world. The UNESCO publications followed a broadly social 
agenda designed to embrace equity and capture the notion of all kinds of 
learning for all ages and beyond formal provision, for economic growth 
and social development. Lifelong learning would be a key instrument for 
developing a learning society which would embrace new forms of learning 
and ways to formally recognize that learning.

Documents from the Organisation for Economic Community Develop-
ment (OECD) during the 1970s, (for example OECD 1973) however, pro-
moted the term recurrent education in support of economic growth and 
particularly the preparation of workers through on-the-job training and the 
idea of full-time education in later life, though by 1996 the OECD was also 
using the term lifelong learning.

When the European Memorandum for Lifelong Learning came onto the 
scene in 2000, lifelong learning and its dual relationship to citizenship and 
employment were synergistically combined. The defi nition in 2000 was as 
follows:

[A]ll purposeful activity, undertaken on an ongoing basis with the aim of 
improving knowledge, skill and competence . . . To adjust to the demands 
of social and economic change and to participate actively in the shaping 
of Europe’s future. (Commission of the European Communities (CEC) 
2000:3)

The two purposes are ‘promoting active citizenship and promoting 
employability’ (p.5). Moreover: ‘high quality basic education for all, from 
a child’s youngest days forward is the essential foundation’ (p.7). But in 
spite of the purported dual thrust of page fi ve, page seven elaborates:

Basic education, followed by initial vocational education and training, 
should equip all young people with the new basic skills required in a 
knowledge-based economy. It should also ensure that they have ‘learnt to 
learn’ and that they have a positive attitude to learning.

The overall emphasis of the Memorandum is strictly European, and in 
a competitive economic relationship to other strong economies. As a result 
of this memorandum, all members of the European Union were required 
to produce their own national policy documents. In the United Kingdom 
responsibility for lifelong learning was located in the Ministries of Trade 


