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The paper addresses ways for multicultural education to respond to 

current social, cultural, political, economic and environmental challenges 

in  increasingly urbanized areas where the divides between rich and poor 

are widening. Public education needs to address human capacity and 

capabilities to live sustainably, because current and future generations 

face the prospect of ‘food deserts’ and increasingly impoverished 

communities in cities without adequate resources to maintain a decent 

quality of life.  Participatory research needs to facilitate the engagement 

of policy makers and young people to address food, energy and water 

security by balancing individual and collective needs in rural and urban 

areas. Educators and policy researchers need to work together with many 

stakeholders who can contribute diverse ways of knowing to inform 

discipline based knowledge and better policy decisions. It will require 

enabling everyone to feel that they are represented, respected and heard 

within accountable learning communities, supported by a community of 

practice. Public Participatory Education in a globalised world needs to 

build the capacity of people to become leaders in their own right who 

strive not merely for basic needs but also for social and environmental 

justice by voicing their concerns strategically at the local and regional 

level. 
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Introduction 

How should we live should we live and work, in order to respond to the growing challenge of 

meeting the needs of people living in cities? What do we value and why? What are the 

implications for human capacity and human capabilities?  These questions are inspired in part 

by Stuart Hall a critical sociologist who asked: What is the social, cultural, economic and 

environmental context that shapes who gets what, when, why and to what effect?  

During my sabbatical in 2014, I explored the issue of sustainability, food, energy and water 

security as it relates to these ethical questions. This paper is drawn from a forthcoming book, 

entitled: ‘Knowing our place and recognising our hybridity’. Internationally the gap between 

rich and poor has widened. The price of inequality is born by people and the environment. 

Most importantly the current social contract does not go far enough to protect the needs of 

non-citizens, namely young people, asylum seekers as well as the voiceless who are unable to 
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express their needs. PER needs to focus on the inadequacies of the social contract, in order to 

uphold social and environmental justice for living systems. This paper: 

 Discusses some of my own research and stresses the need for Participatory Education 

Research to introduce a way to think about what we value and why as a first step for 

co-creating and co-determining sustainable living. 

 Discusses economics and accounting in response to the plea made by Joseph Stiglitz et 

al (2010) in ‘Mis-measuring our lives’. Stiglitz et al (2010: 15) use a multidimensional 

measure of wellbeing. These are as follows: (1) material living standards (income, 

consumption and wealth), (2) health, (3) education, (4)personal activities including 

work, (5) political voice and governance, (6) social connections and relationships,(7) 

environment (present and future conditions)and (8) insecurity, of an economy as well 

as a physical nature. Leisure should also be valued. According to Stiglitz et al., the 

essence of the commissioned work’s findings is that wealth needs to include stocks for 

the future –social, economic and environmental. The way to achieve this is in part 

through public education.  But paradoxically, the valuing of nature holds within it the 

commodification thesis – if used cynically by the market that it aims to tame. The 

problem is not only one of externalities that are not factored into calculations of the 

degradation to the environment, it is a way of thinking and ‘being in the world’. The 

declining conditions of work are based on shifting the extraction of profit to where 

labour is cheaper and where governments and citizens are less likely to complain about 

the degradation of the environment. Thus short-term profits are made at the expense of 

current and future generations. 

 Develops an argument based on the notion that –the greater the rate of urbanisation 

and the growth in the size of cities – the more vulnerable the population becomes in 

terms of food, energy and water security.  

 

As public educators and policy researchers we need to engage participants to consider the 

empirical consequences of social, economic and environmental development decisions on the 

quality of life of current and future generations. Participatory Education Research (PER) needs to 

draw on diverse ways of knowing (Cruz et al., 2009) that could support effective environmental 

management. As stressed previously (McIntyre-Mills et al, 2014:111), Churchman’s five domains 

span: logic, empiricism, dialectic, idealism and pragmatism and needs to be extended. We need to take 

into consideration: 

 Non-anthropocentric knowing drawing on the environment as well as knowing 

through all our senses – including empathy and intuition  

 Respect for ‘know how’ developed through empirical trial and error 

 Creativity in maintaining sustainable relationships with the land  

 Respect for spiritual awareness, the wisdom of experience as well as the social and 

natural sciences  

 Artistic expression of feelings, perceptions and emotions   

 Caring for future generations of life  

 ‘Phronesis’ or Aristotelian wisdom to match the right knowledge in context so as to 

empower learners through providing them with appropriate pathways to learning. 

We know that environmental sustainability and human wellbeing are intimately linked, but 

there is little knowledge about how this linkage can be built upon to improve both areas. 

Attempts to address food, energy and water are often based on policy information that is not 

grounded in citizen experiences and fails to address what we do know about human behaviour 



Participatory Educational Research (PER), Special Issue 2015-I:101-131, 30 July, 2015 

Participatory Educational Research (PER) 

 
-103- 

or choices. The inherent link between engagement in civil society and community wellbeing 

(rather than the economic bottom line) needs to be the focus of PER through which to explore 

the nexus across wellbeing, consumption choices and the environment. We need to develop a 

deeper understanding of how the intangible aspects of perceived wellbeing can be measured. 

But we also need to measure them in relation to the links across wellbeing and sustainability 

(Ingold, 1993, Stiglitz et al., 2010).  

Multicultural public education needs to focus on human security: food, energy and 

water  

During my sabbatical I visited the Schumacher Institute in Bristol, a sea port linked 

with slavery trade through the Royal African Company. I also spent time in South Africa, 

Japan and Indonesia where the widening gap between rich and poor is evident in Cape Town, 

Gauteng, Yokohama and Jakarta.  In South Africa I visited a range of University departments, 

research institutes and NGOs including the University of South Africa, the University of Cape 

Town, and the University of Stellenbosch where the Mindfulness Institute is based. I attended 

the Mindfulness Matters Conference and listened with interest to the plenary: ‘From the 

ground beneath my feet: towards the distant horizon’.  Simon Whitesman who organised the 

conference focused his plenary on the need to ‘be the change’. Delegates stressed that the 

core challenge is to address the vast differences in the standard of living between the rich and 

the poor. Mindfulness needs to be translated into co-learning and co-determination.  

In South Africa and Indonesia, for example at least 65 % and 75 % of the population 

respectively will be living in urban areas. Urbanization poses a systemic threat to the survival 

and sustainability of culture as we know it today. What is the point of raising these concerns? 

The challenges pose opportunities to provide education and leadership. I would like to discuss 

the implications of increased urbanization on quality of life and the implications for policy. 

Food deserts are the likely scenario if more emphasis is not placed on balance, greening cities 

and supporting small farmers. This paper advocates for public education to address 

sustainable living. I make the case for: 

 Co-determination in regions – new architecture for governance democracy and ethics  

 Co-learning and Mindfulness that support building communities of practice  

 Supporting learning communities that help us to think across disciplines and cultures, 

in order to support co-determination of our future within the region. 

 Developing new  curriculum that is supported by architectures for public learning 

 Extending solidarity and protection to all forms of life within a region, rather than 

limiting protection and thus limiting human security which is dependent on biospheres 

not national boundaries. 

It has been wrongly assumed that growth in the economy will sustain a growing population. 

We need to understand that the current way of life is unsustainable and that we need to re-

think many of the dimensions of modern culture. Culture after all is simply a way of life and a 

response to the challenges that we face as human beings. The way we think shapes who we 

are and the sense we make of our daily experiences. Neuroscientists such as Cliff Sarron and 

Al Kasniak presented at the ‘Mindfulness Matters’ Conference. Kazniak (2014) stressed in his 

paper stress that mindfulness research has shown how thinking affects the material body that 

we inhabit and the way we think shapes the body and the environment on which we depend. 

The environment affects the body and mind. For example the research by Professors Sarron 

and Kasniak has found that people who exercise in a natural environment have higher levels 
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of concentration than people who exercise in a built up environment.  

Thus perhaps it is not too farfetched to hypothesise that the more we decimate the 

environment the worse it will be for our ability to re-create ourselves when we take a break 

from learning, working and teaching? Another key finding from neuroscience that is relevant 

for  public education is that the telomeres (or parts of the cell that protect us from aging) are 

protected when we have a sense of purpose, when we use all our capabilities each day in an 

environment that is rich in nature and not degraded. 

I attended workshops or held conversations with colleagues at Living Hope, Embrace Dignity 

and Africa Tikum in Cape Town. The concerns they raised were for food security and how it 

relates to educational  and employment opportunities for all especially young people. 

The cost of living in first world nations such as the UK also poses the challenge of food 

security. For example the BBC 1 news on the 29
th

 August reported that families are finding it 

difficult to ‘make ends meet’. Middle class families are shopping more carefully whilst those 

with low incomes are skipping meals so they can afford to pay the rent. The lack of basics 

such as three meals a day, affordable heating, safe housing and affordable public transport 

remain issues for people. Social problems become more evident in Britain as the gap between 

the rich and poor widens. According to Deborah Mattinson, a former pollster to Gordon 

Brown: 

“Young people (cannot vote) until they are 18 years and many do not vote at 18, because they 

are disillusioned and it has been suggested that the voting age should be lowered to 16 as they 

need to be able to stand up for their rights. [She] believes politicians have not begun to grasp 

the scale of the problem. ‘Voter disengagement is getting worse and worse’. She stresses: 

‘Nobody is really taking it seriously enough’ (Mason, 2014: 15).  

Food security is also being challenged in South Africa as a result of the move to develop 

biofuels from sugar cane. In an article entitled: ‘There is a gold rush to invest in ethanol’, 

Carnie (2014:5) expresses concerns about the way in which arable land will be used for the 

production of sugar for fuel. He stresses that the Jozini Dam in Pongolo does not have 

adequate water supplies. Sugar may not be such a loss to the South African diet – but if other 

arable land and other crops are used for fuel when they could be used for food – it will 

become problematic. There is an inadequate emphasis on food production for an ever growing 

population and there needs to be more emphasis on planning renewable sources of energy. 

The Food Security Network (Crush, and Fayne, 2010, Battersby, and Crush, 2014, Frayne et 

al, 2014) has concluded that the reliance on growing food in urban areas whilst a step in the 

right direction is insufficient to address the needs of an increasingly urbanized population in 

South Africa. Instead the emphasis needs to be on supporting agriculture and arable land. 

The anniversary of Marikane of 44 mineworkers on 15
th

 August 2012 was on 15
th

 August, 

2014 provides a point at which we need to pause to consider the state of democracy and 

governance in South Africa. According to Xalabile (2014): 

“[D]uring a recent march to the Ntabankulu municipal offices to protest against inadequate 

service delivery officials told protesters that “marches don't help anyone because when you 

march another Marikana will happen”. His report reflects that on the one hand, “South Africa 

is the beacon of hope for the world” and that “truth and reconciliation are possible” and that 

“the spirit of Ubuntu” or being a person through others can “triumph over Apartheid”. But 
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that on the other hand, the reality is that Marikane marks a point where South Africa needs to 

“learn from the risks” through openness and transparency. 

But systemic problems will continue to lead to social, economic and environmental injustice 

unless unemployment and poverty are recognized as priorities that need to be addressed 

through capacity building, pathways to training and employment supported across the public, 

private and non-government sectors. For democracy to exist there needs to be opposition and 

civil society groups who believe that people can voice protest in a frank and fearless manner. 

But these protests should also respect the axiom that we can be free and diverse to the extent 

that our freedom and diversity does not undermine the rights of others in this generation or the 

next.  

In South Africa I spent a couple of days in July 2014 and February 2015 with staff at the 

University of South Africa. They stressed that unemployment needs to be addressed through 

appropriate educational pathways that recognise the skills of people who do not have formal 

education (but who do have plenty of life skills). New pathways are urgently in need of 

recognition as a starting point for entry to further education .They stressed that they did not 

think about environmental issues per se as a primary concern, but were aware that hunger was 

an issue for many—particularly women, children and young people with few opportunities  in 

both rural and urban areas. The UCT food security network has published papers on the need 

to address the challenges in cities that could become ‘food deserts’. The flipside of this 

challenge is to address the need for rural agricultural development opportunities. 

The challenge of meeting the needs of the hungry are visible on a daily basis as indicated by 

the so-called ‘bin-pickers’ who work through suburban recycle and refuse bins. The struggle 

for survival is also reflected in the levels of crime. Forty two murders a day occur in South 

Africa according to my informants at an NGO that provides support called: ‘Living Hope’ for 

those who live in 7 areas in Cape Town. One of these areas is Ocean View, where the twenty 

five thousand people living in poverty face a range of challenges that are reflected in the 

morbidity and mortality rates. TB is endemic and linked with being HIV positive. The 

vulnerability of children was recognised by this NGO that provides ‘a hot meal and sandwich 

with fruit to over 7500 children’. This service does not go far enough and with rising numbers 

of people coming to the cities the threat of hunger will become even greater. Remember this 

is just one part of the Western Cape and the problem is repeated over and over again across 

South Africa. According to Battersby and Crush (2012):   

“The fact that food deserts have not been explicitly identified or discussed in relation to 

African cities does not, of course, mean that they do not exist. African cities contain many 

poor neighbourhoods whose residents are far more food insecure and malnourished than their 

counterparts in the UK or North America. A baseline food security survey in 11 Southern 

African cities by the African Food Security Urban Network (AFSUN) for example found that 

57% of households in poor neighbourhoods were severely food insecure and only 17% were 

completely food secure (Battersby and Crush 2012). …On average food purchases made up to 

50% of household expenditures. Dietary diversity was very low in all cities with heavy 

reliance on starch staples. …Supermarkets undermine local business …Urban populations 

tend to rely on informal sector and small business …to survive …South Africa’s young 

people is worst affected by the country's unemployment problem, leading some to think there 

will be a call for a revolution… According to the labour federation, Congress of South 

African Trade Unions (Cosatu), ‘there’s no other middle income country in the world with 

such a high rate of unemployment”. 
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UNICEF’s Generation 2030 Africa" report… stresses that out of South Africa's projected 

population of 53 million people, 18 million of those would be under the age of 18. This is 

reported in the article on 24.com/Web/News24/ entitled: “Over one third of South Africa's 

population is expected to be under the age of 18 in 2015”. The report goes on to say that: 

 “South Africa was also expected to have 65% of its population living in urban areas next 

year, the ninth highest level in Africa.  According to the report, in 2050 around 41% of all 

births world-wide would take place in Africa, while in the same year 25 people out of every 

100 would be African. This was against the expected figures in 2015, where Africans would 

make up 16 people out of every 100 around the world. In 2015, 40% of Africa's population 

was expected to be living in cities, versus over 50% in 2050.” 

The prospect of 65% of South African’s living in cities has implications for food, energy and 

water security. This requires addressing sustainability at the local level in municipalities.  For 

this to occur people need to have a voice and feel that they have a right to voice their ideas 

openly (Young, 2000, McIntyre-Mills, 2000). 

Xabile’s (2014) reported on families impacted by Marikane and the concern about the extent 

to which they can protest. In South Africa there is a need to enable monitoring ‘from below’ 

by residents to enhance representation, accountability and sustainability at the local level.  

‘Local government is “the sphere of government closest to the people; they are elected by 

citizens to represent them and are responsible to ensure that services are delivered to the 

community...” (Municipal Service, 2014). Unfortunately services are not being met as people 

move to the cities in ever larger numbers, for example, according to the Cape Times (Sept 9
th

 

2014): 

“Action against Ses’khona: hundreds protested outside court…Hundreds of people gathered 

outside the Western Cape High Court yesterday amid a legal bid by the City of Cape Town to 

prevent a group of people – including Ses’khona People’s Rights Movement leaders from 

staging illegal protests.” The article explains that townships have insufficient services, 

infrastructure, houses or land and that some of the protesters had been living in shacks since 

1997…” 

“The government will have to rethink its anti-poverty initiatives after …a new report showed 

that more people in South Africa are poor…The reason is that the upper-bound poverty line, 

which measures the income needed for essential items after meeting their basic food needs, 

was recalculated from R620 a month to R799 per month [to include]…airtime, transport and 

energy costs, as well as changes in diet that are a result of increasing urbanization….The 

rebased poverty line is R26.70 per person a  day … The proportion of South Africans living in 

extreme poverty rose 1.5 percentage points – from 20.2% of the population to 21.7 

….”(Musgrave, 2015: 4). 

Participatory policy research needs to support curriculum development and co-

determination for social and environmental justice  

The rationale for working at the local, national and international level to support 

mindful critical and systemic thinking is that with growing urbanization there will be a need 

for actively engaged young people to address democracy, climate change, food security and 

sustainable living in urban and regional environments. This has implications for the big issues 

of the day, namely representation, accountability and sustainability. Learning to live 



Participatory Educational Research (PER), Special Issue 2015-I:101-131, 30 July, 2015 

Participatory Educational Research (PER) 

 
-107- 

sustainably and well requires knowledge spanning social, cultural, economic and 

environmental issues. This requires social engagement and the fostering of the capacity of 

members of a community to act together and to be able to transform, existing ways of life 

(Rose, 2005, Hulme 2009). An open approach to education and respecting diverse ways of 

knowing is a starting point for people’s education and community development. The struggle 

in South Africa for transformation was typified by student protests during Apartheid for the 

right to a free and equal education system.  In South Africa we are reminded of the need to 

continue to use education as a means of empowerment. 

Hannah Arendt (1963,1972) emphasizes both the potential and risks of the ‘banality of evil’. 

She considered the broad context and every day structures that tempt people to make routinely 

unethical choices. Arendt stressed the implications of being part of an unquestioned 

monstrous system that becomes an unquestioned culture and a ‘taken for- granted’ system of 

bureaucracy. To avoid taking things for granted it is important to develop critical thinking 

based on the capability to think at a Meta level about the implications of our living choices 

(Van Gigch,2003), but also to have in place constitutional structures that protect social and 

environmental justice for this generation and the next (Jessop, 2009).  

Professor Pratikno (2014) stressed at the presentation for the inaugural meeting of the 

Flinders Culture House (Rumah Budaya) initiative that Indonesia and Australia need to foster 

regional partnerships through building on friendship networks and soft diplomacy to address 

opportunities for development. In 2014 Professor Victoria Farrar Myer (Fulbright 

Distinguished Chair) echoed this plea for greater emphasis on building and re-relationships 

and emphasized the need to foster collective determinism through public engagement 

processes. McRae (2014) of the Lowy Institute also echoes this concern:  

The current policies on border protection and human security measures in response to the 

involvement of Australia in military engagements place pressures on relationships. This 

makes the need for friendship networks through creating communities of practice (networks 

that addressed shared concerns based on reciprocity and collegiality) and the establishment of 

learning communities all the more important within our region. McRae (2014) of the Lowy 

Institute also echoes this concern:  

“Finally, people-to-people ties remain a persistent challenge. Abbott's announcement of a new 

Australian Centre for Indonesian Studies is a positive initiative, as is the Coalition's signature 

New Colombo Plan. Neither though is a replacement to committing the resources required to 

promote Indonesian literacy in Australia. This requires both maintaining teaching 

infrastructure for Indonesian language in Australia, as well as promoting career options that 

would encourage Australians to attain Indonesia literacy” ( McCrae, 2013). 

Flinders has created a bridging (Jembatang) project to assist with building regional 

friendships. Praktino, Rektor of Gadja Madah,  Dr. Adib Shomad (2014) and Prof. Dr. Dede 

Rosyada, Director of Islamic Higher Education, Ministry of Religious Affairs emphasized the 

need to develop educational opportunities in Indonesia and Australia, respectively in their 

plenary address, doctoral thesis and submitted paper. The following statistics were presented 

by Praktino and Akbar Susamto (2014) at a seminar at Flinders University in which he  

stressed that the size of the Indonesian economy would increase from the 16
th

 largest to the 7
th

 

largest economy in the world by 2030.  Praktino emphasised that Indonesian consumers  

would grow from 45 to 145 million and that 55 million skilled workers in the current 

Indonesian economy would grow to 135 million workers. Whilst currently these workers 
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generate 0.5 trillion Australian dollars this will grow to 1.8 trillion in consumer services, 

agriculture, fisheries and education by 20130”. 

Shaping the policy direction of education becomes a priority to protect food and human 

security. The Springer Encyclopedia of Food and Agricultural Ethics (McIntyre-Mills, 2013) 

provides an overview of  the landscape of this complex field, defined by intersections 

spanning social, cultural, political, economic and environmental contributions from the social 

and natural sciences pertaining to the ethical production and consumption of food. My 

contribution makes a case is made for those who are not protected by the social contract, 

including young people, non-citizens, the disabled, sentient beings and the environment on 

which we all depend. It highlights the empirical contradictions and theoretical tensions that 

have implications for social and environmental justice.  

 

In terms of public policy, Australia has announced the importance of studying Indonesian and 

fostering regional ties. But this needs to be supported through more public education 

supported by a learning community approach to culture and religion as Silverstein and Kaiser 

(2014) stress that: 

  

“….Islamophobia is so mainstream as to have become part of the norm of our political 

culture…Multi-ethnic coalitions, built against fear and racism, and rejecting the false 

homogenising unity of the nation-state, now seem more necessary than ever.” 

 

Leadership for transformation to protect human security and a sustainable future 

requires gender mainstreaming and capacity building  

According to Rosyada (2014) the Ministry of Religious Affairs administers only about 24 %, 

of madrasah – many of which are based in rural areas – while the rest are students of private 

schools. Thus the role of the government in relation to the provision of non-secular education 

very low compared with private owned institutions. The Ministry of Religious Affairs 

(through the Director General of Islamic Education) strives to address the curriculum and to 

develop the capacity of teachers in all schools as mandated in the constitution. 

Designing public education requires enabling participants to address representation, 

accountability and sustainability. West Churchman’s Design of Inquiring Systems Approach 

(1972) is based on questioning boundaries of inclusion and exclusion when addressing policy 

issues. West Churchman (1981, 1979) also provides a meta approach to examining the so-

called ‘enemies within’ (religion, mortality, politics and aesthetics) when framing how we 

understand a policy concern. It also helps us to consider the consequences of our choices. It 

can be usefully applied to address food security as explained below. Developing learning 

organisations and learning communities could help to create bridges across diversity and 

strengthen bonds of friendship. Participation in vertical democracy through elections, whilst 

important needs to be extended to include other forms of participation. In the social context 

learning to engage in structured dialogues (Christakis and Bausch, 2006, Christakis and 

Flanagan, 2010) could be helpful as a way to consider where and when to draw the policy 

line. Testing out ideas requires preserving freedom, space for doubt, diversity and 

disagreement to the extent that diversity does not undermine the right to freedoms of others. 

An open approach to design and to research could be extended through acknowledging the 

praxis knowledge associated with protecting the environment and living systems of which we 

are part. Research needs to span consciousness, cultural studies and systemic praxis to link the 

notion of relationships between humans and the land as a source of wellbeing and the broader 
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societal need for environmental protection and effective ecosystem management. The 

challenges are to address planetary issues. Thus when framing research it is important to 

realize that the wellbeing of individual citizens cannot be protected unless the global 

commons is protected. An axiom to guide secular and faith based education that fosters social 

and environmental justice for all is based on considering the consequences of our choices in 

the short, medium and long term and that we can be free and diverse in our praxis (thinking 

and practice) to the extent that it does not undermine the rights of others.  

New local forms of engagement and governance (Held, 2004) are needed to protect residents 

against environmental hazards and the subsequent economic and social consequences. We 

need a new architecture for governance democracy and ethics as well as mindfulness to 

support communities of practice within learning communities. Major challenges in local 

communities include the need to achieve or maintain: (a) access to safe housing (including 

energy and water), appropriate education and employment; within (b) liveable cities; that are 

in turn supported by (c) sustainable regions.  

Research (McIntyre-Mills et al 2014) tests the principle of subsidiarity, namely that decisions 

need to be taken at the lowest level possible through the wellbeing and environmental 

stewardship score card that adapts and extends the Max-Neef Human Development Index. 

The latter provides the architecture for applying the Aarhus Convention (1998) based on the 

right to participate and the right to freedom of information on issues pertaining to local 

environmental wellbeing concerns. The engagement architecture that we develop and test 

enables diverse opinions to be mapped and scored in terms of social, economic and 

environmental indicators of what works why and how to support personal and environmental 

wellbeing through exploring perceptions. Participation through awareness and consciousness-

raising (McIntyre-Mills, 2010) influences the way in which people think about boundaries. 

PER could help particpants in formal and informal places of learning at the local government 

level  to remake connections with others and the environment through valuing the 

environment and engaging in healthy relationships. This hypothesis is based on the notion of 

neural plasticity in that the brain shapes the environment and, in turn, is shaped by the 

environment (Bateson, 1972, Capra, 1996; Greenfield, 2000). 

Research needs to build on comparative case studies at secular and non-secular secondary and 

tertiary institutions in Jakarta and in the surrounding agricultural region to explore policy 

implications for sustainable development opportunities. PER has implications for the big 

issues of the day, namely representation, accountability and sustainability. It needs to address 

a different approach to the way in which we live our lives in terms of our consumption of 

energy resources, fresh water, transport and meat consumption and the implications for 

wellbeing and sustainable living (Pretty, 2013). Opportunities exist to create a better balance 

between rural and urban areas, greening cities (Dryzek, 1999, 2000, 2010) through the 

creation of urban agriculture in open spaces, on top of, attached to and within buildings.  

In South Australia and Australia education and development also needs to support language 

skills and an understanding of the challenges of living in one of the driest continents. The 

recent IPCC reports stressed that South Australia will be affected by climate change and that 

rainfall levels will decrease. The opportunity exists to do the following: 

 Teach learners to think systemically and to join up the dots so that they understand the 

policy implications of their choices. 
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 Help them to realize that decisions have consequences in the short, medium and long 

term. 

 Teach them systemic ethics in both secular and non-secular places of learning 

 Help places of learning at all levels to connect with communities at the local 

government level. 

 Create a learning organization and learning community approach that supports 

sustainable living and that reduces the size of our carbon footprint.  

With growing urbanization Indonesia also faces challenges such as ensuring that the future 

economy responds to the need for highly skilled and democratically engaged citizens with a 

focus on living well and sustainably in city environments that will need to be supported by 

sustainable agricultural regions. The basis for a democratic and sustainable region rests on 

regional networks to support human security resting on meeting the quality of life concerns of 

the current and future generations through securing sustainable cities within sustainable 

agricultural land. This rests on developing appropriate education and participatory democracy 

and governance.  We need to continue to work towards a better future through:  

 Mobilising through scaling up participation with the people who are to be affected by 

the challenges 

 Being the change by drawing on Max-Neef Human Sustainability Index(1991) on 

‘being, doing, having and interacting) applied to valuing, measuring and managing 

environmental and human assets – engaging in ‘cultural flows’ and responding to big 

issues through small interventions that have ripple effects .  

 Drawing on Vandana Shiva (2002) on water as a synecdoche for cultural change and 

as a way to scale up interventions). 

The scope of my teaching and research to date is on rethinking boundaries, relationships, and 

interconnection and flows spanning being and praxis at multiple levels and applying multiple 

forms of intervention. The focus is on human rights, discrimination and outlining the notion 

of a planetary passport. Some key concepts are perceptions, the way in which issues are 

perceived and the way in which they are framed. The environment of the problem is often 

limited so that terms of reference deny that we are living systems (Wadsworth, 2010).  

Policy needs to develop an alternative vision for education and employment. Through striving 

to reveal ‘in the small new ways of seeing the whole’ (Adelman, 2013, 9) communities of 

practice could co-create new ways of engaging adults and young people in learning for a 

sustainable South Africa. This could provide lessons for cosmopolitan approaches to re-

discovering ways to live through recycling and using resources creatively. It could also foster 

a sense of stewardship rights and responsibilities (Flannery, 2012) that are translated into new 

approaches to participatory public education. Where success is valued in terms of living 

sustainably supported by: 

 Socially inclusive communities in which people feel safe, appreciated, respected and 

happy and in which they are accountable for the governance of sustainable resources  ( 

see Florini 2003, Graham, 2011) 

 Economically sustainable communities where people work and live in ways that create 

and re-create an environment that will continue to support the current and future 

generations through caring for food, energy and water supplies. Resilience is defined 

as the adaptive capacity of the physical environment, of an individual or of a group. It 

concerns factors such as the capacity of members of a community to act together and 
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to be able to modify or even transform, existing ways of life (Hulme, 2009; Rose, 

2005). Democracy and governance are in need of improvement (Hulme, 2009, 

Giddens, 2009) and public education lessons learned about sustainable living could 

help people to become mindful about the consequences of their life choices. It seems 

to me that awareness of diverse ways of knowing hold the key to human and 

environmental security.  

The focus of my plenary presentation at the Annual International Conference of Islamic 

Studies in Balikapan in December, 2014 was on Multiculturalism as it relates to complex 

wicked problems such as poverty and climate change. Wicked problems (comprising many 

diverse and interrelated variables) are perceived differently by different stakeholders with 

different values. The AICIS conference endorsed traditional culture, ethnicity and diversity 

under the philosophy of Five Principles or Pancasila (Indonesian Embassy website) which 

are:  

“1. Belief in One Unitary God, 2. A just and civilized humanitarianism, 3. The unity of 

Indonesia, 4. Democracy led by principled wisdom and consultation/ representation, 5. Social 

justice for all the people of Indonesia”.  

Invited speakers discussed the potential of multiculturalism and the conservative turn that is 

evident as Islam. My presentation was informed by an adapted version West Churchman’s 

critical systemic approach based on a) testing out ideas with others b) guided by the axiom of 

freedom and diversity (to the extent that freedom and diversity does not undermine the rights 

of others or current and future generations of life). Following Turok (2012: 247) I contrast a  

nuanced argument by Hume and his humility with the approach by Dawkins (1977, 2006): 

 “Hume presents his scepticism through a dialogue which allows opposing views to be 

forcefully expressed, but which humbly reaches no definitive conclusion. After all that is his 

main point: we do not know whether God exists….”   

But if we accept that a sense of what is sacred and profane (Douglas,1978) or fair and unfair 

(De Waal, 2009)  is the basis for civilization and evolution then we could accept that the right 

to draw the line based on reasoning is important for ethics, science, democracy, education and 

governance. Drawing the line requires working with stakeholders to consider who should be 

included, what should be included, why and how. But testing out ideas in conversation and 

dialogue with others has a pre-requisite, namely a willingness to engage in sincere dialogue. 

Power always needs to be considered in this equation – even if it is not not openly 

acknowledged – as it plays out in many unacknowledged ways that can be surfaced through 

dialogue and discourse analysis. 

Prof Dede Rosyade emphasized the importance of realizing the potential for Indonesian Islam 

to be a model for world Islam.  The ideal would foster the following:  openess and tolerance 

through supporting democratic engagement to test out ideas and to enable ongoing renewal. 

But the conservative turn was emphasised by key note speaker, van Bruinessen (2014) who 

stressed the potential either for Indonesian Islam to set an example of openness and respect 

for diversity or to move in the direction of fundamentalism. According to Van Bruinessen 

(2011): 

“By 2005 it appeared that a conservative turn had taken place in mainstream Islam, and that 

the modernist and liberal views that had until recently found relatively broad support within 
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Muhammadiyah and NU were increasingly rejected. Both organisations held their  five yearly 

congresses in 2004, and on both occasions the boards were purged of leaders considered as 

‘liberals’, including persons who had rendered great service to their organisations. Many 

ulama and other Muslim leaders appear preoccupied with the struggle against ‘deviant’ sects 

and ideas.”  

Van Bruinessen discussed the fatwas that have been declared against “secularism, pluralism 

and religious liberalism as well as interfaith  prayer meetings for ‘wellbeing and peace’. In his  

paper, delivered at the ACIS conference – attended by liberals who are linked with the 

philosophy of Gus Dur /Abdurrahman Wahid – he posed the question as to whether the 

increase in democracy has allowed this rise in fundamentalism, or whether it is the result of 

increased links with more fundamentalist ideas elsewhere and the return of graduates who 

have studied elsewhere to Indonesia.  

The argument I presented is that Shiva critiques Hardin’s ‘Tragedy of the Commons’ 

approach. It applied John Locke’s defence of property and the enclosure movements of the 

17
th

 Century in Britain. Hardin’s core argument is that in the absence of private property there 

would be lawlessness. His argument supports nationalism and private property. I argue that 

we need to develop the notion of co-creation and co-determination through education and 

dialogue that creates unity of purpose and respect for diverse contributions of workers in the 

city and in agriculture as stressed by the new incoming president Jokowi (2014) who clearly 

expressed the need for nationalism and expansion:   

 “Unity and mutual assistance is a requirement to be a big nation, we will never be big if 

we’re divided; we will never be truly free without hard work.”  

…He also called on citizens – from fishermen to farmers to street food vendors – to work 

together for the better of the nation…” (Widodo, 2014). 

At the ACIS conference (2014) I discussed three basic discourses on the notion of truth along 

a continuum from one truth based on modernist enlightenment to multiple or no truths, based 

on extreme versions of post-modernist thinking and I explore a middle ground based on co-

creating meanings within context. Each discourse needs to be unpacked in terms of policy 

discourses and the implications for social and environmental justice (McIntyre-Mills, 2000). I 

made the case for cosmopolitan post regionalism for food security and human security, 

because the costs of climate change will place a heavy burden not only on the state but on the 

surrounding regions. Benhabib (2007) and Archibugi (2010) stress that we need a form of 

federalist republicanism. Public Education Research could play a role in finding out what 

forms of co-operation could work at the regional and post national level.  

The Sydney Peace Prize Winner, Julian Burnside (2014) highlights that ‘without justice there 

will be no peace’. People who arrive in Australia by boat are not necessarily illegal nor are 

they criminals. ‘Turning back boats’, has placed increasing pressure on our relationships 

within the region. The Sydney Peace prize winner Vandana Shiva (1998, 2002, 2011) sums 

up the challenge for this century as one of preventing the commodification of life and the 

importance of thinking about the interconnections across a number of issues. Human rights 

underpin all relationships within the nation state and within the broader region. The argument 

I have developed in ‘Reconsidering Boundaries (2014) and in Systemic Ethics (2014) is that 

Shiva critiques Hardin’s ‘Tragedy of the Commons’ approach. It applied John Locke’s 

defence of property and the enclosure movements of the 17
th

 Century in Britain. Hardin’s core 

argument is that in the absence of private property there would be lawlessness. Hardin’s 
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classic argument supports nationalism and private property. 

This has implications for social and environmental justice. Gro Brundtland (1989) and Mary 

Kaldor (in Held, 2005: 177) have stressed that human security rests on creating a peaceful 

world, enshrined in rights expressed in the United Nations Charter (Article 55, 56) and in the 

constitution of the European Union. As stressed below (see McIntyre-Mills, 2011) rising 

living costs led to food riots and the so-called Arab Spring, culminating in the Occupy Wall 

Street Movement. The move towards re-membering and re-connecting with the land echoes 

the voices of Indigenous First national movements and the implications for the way we live, 

our relationships, our sense of identity and for new forms of governance and democracy. 

A sustainable local community is determined by a sustainable region in which food, energy 

and water supplies are considered as major determinants for wellbeing. No community can be 

expected to transform from a high carbon lifestyle (or aspiring to this lifestyle) without 

feeling part of the design process and owning the decisions as to how resources should be 

used. Young people, the disabled, asylum seekers and sentient beings (Nussbaum, 2006) 

along with future generations live ‘precarious lives’ (Butler, 2005). Nussbaum (2006, 2011) 

stresses the need to address human capabilities within and beyond nation states. She stresses 

the need to extend the social contract to support the capabilities approach. In discussing 

human capabilities she stresses health, safety, bodily integrity, education, standard of living, 

quality of social interaction, productive valued activities, environment, play, basic needs 

(Nussbaum, 2011, 33-34). 

Displaced people who are non-citizens are considered to be outside the frame of reference of 

state protection. People are displaced through poverty, conflict, food insecurity as a result of 

shrinking agricultural land, water shortages, growing urbanization, energy shortages 

associated with using non-renewables,  nuclear disasters are  examples raised at the  United 

Nations by Vandana Shiva and Maude Barlow. This year the numbers of people moving from 

Africa (Mali, Libya, Tunisia and Nigeria) have passed 50 000 (Scammell, 2015) and are 

described as ‘economic refugees’.  This is code for not regarding them as legitimate refugees. 

In Australia the issue of boat arrivals is once again in the news as Prime Minister Abbot has 

been accused of paying people smuggles to tow back boats to Indonesia (Whyte, 2015). The 

conservative ‘Australian’ ran a series of articles on the extent to which immigrants of 

different cultures can integrate into Australia. It cited a range of research by leading 

academics.  Riaz Hassan argues that the level of unemployment amongst Australian Muslims 

(many of whom are first and second generation migrants) is at 12% which is twice the rate of 

other religious groups. This non-inclusion is a central reason for alienation (Rogers, 2015) as 

is the sense of grief and loss as a result of war.  Another article in this same edition stressed 

that one of the groups that is most alienated is the group from Lebanon who are from largely 

rural areas who entered Australia – not by boats – but as a result of a social policy decision 

made by the conservative Fraser government to forgo the usual assessment criteria in a bid to 

enable people to leave Lebanon during the war. So the targeting of boat arrivals seems very 

misplaced for a range of reasons – even the most conservative policy reviewers (Henderson, 

2015) who are targeting the Liberal Primer Minister Fraser’s compassion cannot deny that 

this is an in convenient example to cite. What is needed is more emphasis on creating social 

inclusion in Australia through education and employment opportunities so that people do not 

feel drawn to the radical messages preached in a range of contexts.   

The reality of the dangers of Islamic State cannot be excluded from a discussion of 

multiculturalism and public education. It is worth citing Ali Abd al-Razin based at al-Azhar 
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University scholar who argues that Islam is a religion and not a state (Rane, 2015). The reality 

is that ISIS is a state (Kilcullen, 2015a):  

“it controls territory and population, governs cities, levies taxes, disposes of substantial 

economic and military resources, and is in the process of  redrawing the map of the entire 

Middle East through aggressive( largely conventional military conquest”. and it needs to be 

defeated” 

 But in the process of defeating it we need to be careful not to emulate the monster we contest. 

Kilcullen cites Nietzsche’s ‘Beyond Good and Evil’(1886) in his Quarterly essay (no 58) 

:“Whoever fights monsters should see to it that in the process he does not become a monster. 

And if you gaze for long into an abyss, the abyss also gazes into you.” 

One could go further and one could argue that much of the current problem has been created 

by war and that it is unlikely to be solved by war!  

 What does this mean for constructing new forms of civil engagement to address the 

question: how should we live?   

 To what extent does public education a) prepare students to become interested in local 

government elections (Pilkada) and b) support gender mainstreaming and strategic 

rights of young people? 

Addressing diversity in perceptions is a central concern of public education praxis for better 

decision making to protect food, energy and water security.  

Capacity building through scenarios at the personal, interpersonal and organisational 

level 

What sectors could be included and on what basis? The need for this research has resulted in 

the establishment of the Indonesian Research Consortium  spanning four universities ( 

Universitas Nasional, University of Indonesia, Padadjaran, National Islamic University and 

Flinders). We also have links with a range of Ministries and the West Java Provincial 

Government. Capacity building though public education involves developing  people’s 

capability to address not merely their basic needs, but also their strategic needs, namely their 

ability to address  rights and responsibilities . These include addressing complex, wicked 

challenges of poverty and climate change. The public education program needs to foster 

critical systemic praxis and leadership skills to work across cultures, genders and disciplines. 

Wicked problems comprise many diverse variables that are interred related and that are 

perceived differently by different stakeholders (Rittel and Webber, 1984, Flood and Carson, 

1993). As the nation state increases in size it is increasingly difficult to respond to the diverse 

needs of citizens and non-citizens. The nation state only protects those who are citizens 

through the social contract. But non-citizens are not protected and the environment is not 

protected by nation states that complete for resources.   

Participatory Action Research Approach combined with Critical Systemic Policy 

Analysis 

We propose the need to develop critical participatory action research on learning 

organisations and learning communities for public education in post national regions. This is 

needed to protect current and future generations so as to achieve sustainable rural and urban 

living environments that balance individual and collective needs.  



Participatory Educational Research (PER), Special Issue 2015-I:101-131, 30 July, 2015 

Participatory Educational Research (PER) 

 
-115- 

 

Learning communities supported by policy research need to contribute to developing 

insight and foresight.  

Stewardship for future generations underpins the philosophy of Aboriginal custodians of the 

land and their dreaming sites. However, there is evidence that many non-Aboriginal urban 

citizens wish to spend more time living slower lives, walking wherever possible, riding bikes, 

growing local food, recycling and reusing and consuming less, instead of living stressful, 

competitive lives that save time, but waste resources as they are reliant on fast food in ‘throw 

away’ containers, fast travel and a ‘time is money attitude’ (McIntyre-Mills, 2012a, 

2012b,2012c; McIntyre-Mills and De Vries, 2012; McIntyre-Mills et al., 2014). These 

findings clearly link environmental health and human wellbeing and raise the question of 

what can we learn from comparing and contrasting mobile versus place-attached people 

(Vaske and Kobrin, 2001) whose history is recorded in local traditions and local landscapes 

(Guddemi, 2006; Rose, 2004). Public Education needs to foster stewardship rights and 

responsibilities (Flannery, 2012). These goals are considered essential for the governance of 

sustainable resources by Ann Florini (2003) and Carol Graham (2011) of the Brookings 

Institute. More applied research is needed at the interface of public education, capacity 

building, knowledge and biodiversity management, consciousness studies and systemic 

governance (McIntyre-Mills, 2006b, 2010, 2014b) in order to protect human security in terms 

of food, energy and water.  

A learning organization within a learning community and post national region could be 

designed to be : 

 Open to the social, economic and environmental context and responsive to the needs 

of the people it purports to serve. 

 Facilitate opportunities to test out ideas with others.  

 Consider self, others and the environment by teaching the ability to think about the 

consequences of decision making through applying critical heuristics (see Systemic 

Ethics, McIntyre-Mills, 2014).  

Future perceived scenarios necessarily encompass complex social, political, economic, 

cultural and environmental dimensions (see Kahane 1992:3).  Drawing on the Mont Fleur 

Scenarios, I asked participants in South Africa to think about how scenarios about how we 

can think differently about food security and the implications for the way we live our lives:  

1. What are the implications of denial (or being an ostrich)? Denial leads to ‘business as 

usual’ Please  give examples in terms of the area of concern, for example  food , 

energy and  water security for all. 

2. What are the implications of being half hearted (a lame duck)? This means we do too 

little too late and so we are stuck with the results! Please give examples of how 

education and  employment opportunities for all need to protect the environment. 

3. What are the implications of flying too close to the sun (Icarus)? This  is an extreme 

response which could be counterproductive !Please give examples  
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4. What are the implications of co-ordinating and working together /flying together for 

the long haul (being flamingos)?  Co-ordinated long haul flight to achieve goals. 

Please give examples and relate these to the areas of concern by reading/listening to 

the scenarios and working through the bubble/factor maps, below adapted from the 

map created by De Vries ( 2008) :  

  

Thinking exercise to support capacity building through facilitating action research for social 

and environmental justice adapted from User Centric Policy Design (see McIntyre –Mills 

and De Vries, 2008:308) 

1. How does food security / food insecurity help/hinder other aspects of life? For example 

food enables one to concentrate at school. Lack of food leads to lack of concentration at 

school. 

2. How does the bubble help/hinder other aspects of life?  Having food at lunch time means 

you spend time socializing with others. Not having food at lunch time leaves you hungry, 

tired and lonely. 

3. How important is the bubble?  (Use scale like one below) 

 not at all a bit doesn’t matter quite important very important 

If I solve this problem or have this asset first, does it make solving other problems easier? 

4. Do these things always happen together? Or one after another? 

5. How do I achieve it? 

6. How do I avoid it? 

7. Where can I get help for it? 

8. Who can I help and how, if they need this or have this problem? 

9. Is it sometimes good and sometimes bad – in what situations? 

10. Are there other names/terms for the same thing? 

11. What can stop me from (or make it really hard) getting/achieving it? 

12. Are there conditions I have to meet to achieve/get it? (Such as age, sex, children, income, 

employment etc. etc.) 

13. Is this a smaller or larger part of another issue? (like  Physical Health is parent of 

diabetes) 

14. If one thing happens, does another thing usually follow? Both good and bad.  

 

TASK 

 Please map out all the factors that influence food security/in security  and how it relates 

to wellbeing/ lack of wellbeing in your opinion 

 Please write under the headings and draw your own pathways about how the bubbles 

connect 

 Add issues/needs/solutions as you discuss and think about things. 

 Please work as a group or alone  

 Add as many more questions/descriptions as they/you want. 

 Add bubbles as well, if you want to. 
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Learning organizations span sectors to support non-anthropocentric designs that do not 

commodify others or the environment 

The rights of sentient creatures were discussed as part of the Asian Conference of 

Islamic Studies (ACIS) but needs to be translated into practice. The Islamic ban or fatwa on 

the destruction of endangered animals is one way to try to prevent their demise. Awareness of 

the need to create  sustainable development goals (United Nations, 2013) that respect social, 

economic and environmental factors is vital .Despite the Dyak’s cultural emphasis of the 

iconic hornbill and its use as a logo for the ACIS conference it faces extinction. The attempts 

to raise awareness within the region through newspaper articles and airport posters need to be 

embedded in public education and sanctions to protect the natural heritage on which current 

and future generations depend: 

“It is very important to start a movement for the protection of this near extinct bird. Social 

organizations like the Dayak Custom Communal Council (DAD) must be engaged in the 

campaign…. NGOs, activists and academics, working together to arouse public sentiment and 

make people understand the significance of protecting helmeted hornbills. ….Apart from 

hunting, population decline is caused by environmental degradation and habitat damage. 

Forest Watch Indonesia in its 2011 report said the forest destruction in Kalimantan during 

2000–2009 was over 36 percent, higher than any other island in Indonesia”.  

 

 
 

Sourcehttp://fatbirder.com/links_geo/asia/indone

sia_kalimantan_selatan.html Accessed 

8/06/2015 

 

Author’s photos taken in Balikapan, 

December, 2014. 
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Co-determination within Biospheres and Rethinking architectures for teaching and 

learning based on the pillars of morality: empathy and reciprocity  

The social contract extends rights and expects responsibilities to be fulfilled in return. 

But what about those who are voiceless, disabled, too young or without citizenship rights 

(displaced, asylum seekers or refugees)? Surely it is time to re-think the social contract which 

is far too narrowly defined to protect only human animals living within the boundaries of the 

nation state? Shiva argues that the greatest misuse of natural resources has been by nations 

and corporations and not by local communities that have acted as water democracies: 

“Community rights are necessary for both ecology and democracy. Bureaucratic control by 

distant and external agencies and markets control by commercial interests and corporations 

[can] create disincentives for conservation…” (Shiva, 2002: 30-31).  

The use of water could be used as a synecdoche for discussing participatory governance and 

democracy.   In South Australia the flow of water has been affected by the introduction of 

dams and weirs. The upstream users benefit at the expense of down steam users, but this has 

been raised as a problem by Major Sumner, a Narrinjari caretaker who has stressed that we 

need to think in terms of cultural flows. This means that our thinking and practice needs to be 

carefully considered so that we consider the consequences of our policy decisions for 

ourselves, others and the environment. Stanford research on non-anthropocentric approaches 

to fairness and unfairness shows that primates and other animals understand the concept of the 

fair distribution of resources and that a sense of morality and reciprocity guides the behaviour 

of primates and other animals (including human animals). Frans De Waal stresses the need to 

recognize that we evolved not only through our ability to compete but through our ability to 

co-operate and to show empathy to others.  

Do we wish to live in a world where we do not want to help one another and in which we 

deny the pain of sentient beings? (Butler, 2011). If we are prepared to recognize not our 

resilience, but our mutual vulnerability, it provides a basis for stewardship. We are all reliant 

on others and need to be able to depend on our connections with others. At a conversation on 

‘Systemic Ethics’ at Schumacher Institute on 26th and 28th August, 2014 we discussed the 

potential for doing things differently and the notion that despite the rhetoric of the UN 

Sustainability Agenda. It needs to be implemented in practice through  participatory action 

research that supports public education. The city of Bristol won the Green City award for 

sustainability as a result of an application developed by the Schumacher institute for setting 

appropriate benchmarks for achieving sustainable green living. Traffic congestion in the city 

centre and parking congestion remain challenges, however. A bike project to teach young 

people how to fix bikes and in the process to earn them is one of the positive steps. We also 

discussed systemic ethics and the way in which hybridity and our connection with the land are 

understood by First Nations, such as Aboriginal Australians: 

“We read our past in the landscape and we create its future through our choices” (McIntyre-

Mills, 2014, 10). The traditional economic model argues that growth in population helps to 

sustain the economy. But it is unsustainable and needs to be re-framed. (Stiglitz et al 2010, 

McIntyre-Mills, et al 2014). The issues facing Australia and the region are of trying to pursue 

‘business as usual against the tide of social and environmental crisis:  

“..[C]ountries must focus on increasing the ambition of their intended reductions, and show 

these are credible by setting out how they will be achieved through domestic policies and 
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legislation” (Stern, 2014, 26). 

Profound shifts such as the declaration of the Earth Charter by Bolivia  and Ecuador provide 

inspiration but they need to be implemented through ongoing monitoring from below to 

ensure that the agenda is indeed sustained: 

“..The law, which is part of a complete restructuring of the Bolivian legal system following a 

change of constitution in 2009, has been heavily influenced by a resurgent indigenous Andean 

spiritual world view which places the environment and the earth deity known as the 

Pachamama at the centre of all life. Humans are considered equal to all other entities” (Vidal, 

2011).  

Conclusion 

My area of concern is to introduce a more responsive and open, transdisciplinary and cross 

cultural approach to teaching and learning. Instead of making decisions in a top down manner 

we need to practice democracy from below so that decisions match the needs of local people. 

The Ghandian moment has arrived. We need to do and use what we can to make a systemic 

difference. It could be saving seeds, growing food, walking or perhaps finding ways to geo 

engineer change. It could be speaking respectfully to our local and regional neighbours and 

creating post national learning communities.  

We need to enable educators to develop the capacity to consider the value of many ways of 

knowing and providing ways to translate thinking into practice through new forms of 

governance (Beer, 1974, 1994, McIntyre-Mills et al 2014). According to Turok (2012) we 

need to understand that boundaries in nature can be understood by reflecting on the smallest 

and largest scales and that  we need to make policy decisions based on careful consideration 

that address who gets what, what, why, how and so what are the consequences? 

 

For transformation to occur (McIntyre-Mills, De Vries and Binchai, 2014) being the change 

involves working across many areas of life, social, economic and environmental and that this 

could lead to quantum change in the sense used by Turok (2012).The companion volume, 

Systemic Ethics and Non-anthropocentric Stewardship (McIntyre-Mills, 2014b), explores the 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pachamama
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need to develop the capacity to ‘join up the dots’ through participatory democracy and 

governance and through working across disciplines while preserving space for difference, 

based on the axiom that freedom and diversity need to be fostered to the extent that they do 

not undermine the rights of others in this generation or future generations of life. Education 

needs to enable all people to understand our dependence on one another and the land and to 

protect the wellbeing of current and future generations of life. Turok stresses that the universe 

and the cell have same physical properties and the cell is perhaps the most complex unit to 

understand because through understanding its interaction with the environment and the way in 

which cells respond to signals gives us clues about the nature of consciousness. Turok’s 

parents were anti-apartheid activists who believed in taking on worthwhile challenges and 

making a difference. This is the approach that Turok has taken. He stresses that once we begin 

to understand the universe in quantum terms we will begin to move away from either or /zero 

/1 approaches and realize that nature is a continuum. He explains that quantum 

communicators are beginning to help research ongoing emergence and its implications for the 

way we understand ourselves, others the planet and the universe. In the digital computing 

paradigm, information is displayed as bits – zero or one – that is computing. But nature does 

not work that way– it is in motion or continuous. He argues that how we make sense of 

information is important. More and more information alone is not enough to make a 

difference.  

This point is also made by the socialist feminist, Donna Haraway (2010) who stresses that we 

are the designers and that we need to take responsibility for what we design.  Turok reminds 

us that if we design Frankenstein’s then we will need to take responsibility for them. The city 

environment is becoming a design with monstrous implications for the way current and future 

generations live. 

Educators and policy researchers need to work together with many stakeholders who can 

contribute diverse ways of knowing, including non-anthropocentric approaches informed by 

an understanding of nature and other life forms. It will require our learning the ability to be 

inclusive by enabling everyone to feel that they are respected and heard. This requires giving 

time and developing the ability to communicate respectfully across diverse participants that 

span diverse cultures, interests, experiences and discipline based knowledge. We cannot rely 

on the 1% to make the difference and we cannot expect that the powerful will want to make 

vast changes to the status quo. The temptation to continue to focus on critique of the 1% along 

with pleas for transformation is great, but we also need to recognise the banality of evil. The 

complicity evident in entire societies that do not focus on the elephants in the room, namely 

that our way of life is unsustainable. And the size of our ecological footprint is too large.  

Working across boundaries through co-creating a community of practice to 

address a shared concern 

Developing a greater number of connections enhances consciousness (Greenfield, 

2000, 2003, 2008) who argues that the more we are able to think about our thinking. This can 

help to create closer bonds with others to foster links and to bridge differences. The approach 

is as relevant to education as it is to community development and in the process helps to 

enhance representation and accountability through exploring ideas and engaging in dialogue.   

Gibbons et al. (1994) argue that the ability to work across boundaries is vital for ‘The new 

production of knowledge’ and vital for ‘the dynamics of research’ to address current complex 

challenges. The so-called ‘tragedy of the commons’ argument developed by Hardin (1968) is 

a construction informed by simplistic thinking. Ironically, it is often used as the starting point 
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for environmental thinking, but in fact it originated as an argument developed by Locke in 

support of the enclosure movement and private property in Britain. The argument being that 

contained areas of land are cared for better than the areas of land that are held in common and 

shared. But ironically it is the privatization and commodification of land and natural resources 

that has led to environmental pollution, degradation and competition for resources. 

A Community of Practice (Wenger et al, 2009,Wenger, 1998, needs to enable students to 

identify with others and to recognize our interconnectedness. The Sydney Peace prize winner 

Vandana Shiva (1998, 2002, 2011) sums up the challenge for this century as one of 

preventing the commodification of life and the importance of thinking about how apparently 

separate issues are in fact interconnected. 

Gro Brundtland (1989) and Mary Kaldor (in Held, 2005: 177) have stressed that human 

security rests on creating a peaceful world, enshrined in rights expressed in the United 

Nations Charter (Article 55, 56) and in the constitution of the European Union. Rising living 

costs led to food riots and the so-called Arab Spring, culminating in the Occupy Wall Street 

Movement. 

Polly Higgins suggests that a new planetary law should be passed to protect the viability of 

the planet and that current systems of law are inadequate to protect people and the planet (see 

Shiva and Barlow, 2011, Stiglitz et al , 2010, McIntyre-Mills, 2014a,b). This could help to 

ensure that elected leaders remain more connected to the people they are supposed to 

represent. Public Participatory Education needs to build the capacity of people to become 

leaders in their own right who strive not merely for basic needs but also for social and 

environmental justice by voicing their concerns strategically. Let us develop a regional 

approach to public education based on being good neighbours who respect one another’s right 

to privacy but being always ready to talk over the fence when it is clearly an appropriate time. 

Let us learn to accept diversity and freedom to the extent that it does not undermine the rights 

of others and let us foster the development of green cities whilst protecting the small farmer 

on the land. In the words of a farmer who participated at the Schumacher Institute in Bristol, 

remember the farmer who is ‘outstanding in his field!”  It means that instead of placing 

growth only in cities, we need to develop an insight into the importance of protecting 

agricultural land.  

 

To sum up, we are the land and by recognizing our hybridity and vulnerability we could 

become more resilient too. We need to protect biodiversity through learning organisations. 

Education policy needs to support the development of curricula that enables people to join up 

the dots so that they understand the systemic flow on effects of decisions that affect social and 

environmental justice for current and future generations of life. 
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