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Chapter 5
To fit or not to fit, is that the question? Global goals, basic education 

and theories of knowledge in South Africa and Sweden
Hilde Ibsen, Sharon Penderis and Karin Bengtsson

In 2015, the United Nations adopted sustainable development as 
the ‘best path forward for improving the lives of people everywhere’ (UN 
2015). That is, following on from the Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs), which committed nations to reducing extreme poverty through 
eight time-bound targets by 2015, the United Nations introduced the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), which set out a global agenda 
beyond 2015. The MDGs were acknowledged to have focused insufficiently 
on the world’s most excluded people, and to have failed to address aspects of 
development related to democracy and inclusive growth. The SDGs reflect 
a stronger focus on ending extreme poverty and ensuring that no one is 
denied universal human rights. 

However, despite this new global agenda, much of the world’s underlying 
political economy remains driven by the competitive world of market 
accumulation (Halvorsen 2015). Even knowledge production and reproduction 
has, according to Halvorsen, been drawn into a growth process, based on the 
values and interests of global multilateral organisations, such as the World 
Trade Organisation, the OECD (Organisation for Economic Cooperation 
and Development) and BRICS (the alliance between Brazil, Russia, India, 
China and South Africa). Halvorsen argues that change is necessary and asks 
how the academic community might help shape and promote alternatives to 
the prevailing neo-liberal approach to politics and economics. 

In the SDGs, higher education institutions are allocated a prominent role 
in shaping sustainable development. However, there is reason to question the 
knowledge and knowledge-systems underlying the new global agenda. Our 
argument is that higher education institutions must critically interrogate the 
dominant knowledge systems and question the neo-liberal logic underlying 
accepted notions of development, economic growth and the politics of 
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education. In this chapter, we attempt to address these issues through the lens 
of a North-South research partnership that investigates theories of knowledge 
as reflected in curriculum documents at the level of basic education (schooling) 
in South Africa and Sweden. High level documentation is just one way in 
which a comparison between the two education systems might be carried 
out, and educational practice and pupil learning cannot be read off policy 
documents in any simple way. However, despite vast differences in historical 
background and contemporary contexts, what can be read from curriculum 
documents and previous studies of the curricula of both countries, is how 
areas of overlap point to the power of neo-liberal ideas and the prevalence of 
their policy templates.

A number of scholars, including Le Blanc (2015) and Sarabhai (2016), 
have argued that education lies at the core of the SDGs and is key to their 
achievement As Sterling put it:

The role of education is more profound and comprehensive than is 
recognized in the text of the SDGs as regards its potential to address their 
implementation. Education requires a re-invention, and re-purposing so that 
it can assume the responsibility these challenges require, and develop the 
agency that is needed for transformative progress to be made. (2016: 208)

Much of the international discourse refers to enhancing the quality of 
education. However, we are reminded that ‘quality education is modified 
according to the social, economic and environmental contexts. Because 
quality education must be locally relevant and culturally appropriate, quality 
education will take many forms around the world’ (UNESCO 2005: 1). In 
this context, Laurie et al. (2016: 229) discuss the different models of quality 
education. They note that, besides the ‘economic model’ (that uses quantitative 
measurable outputs) and the ‘humanist tradition’ (that places students at the 
centre of the learning process and embraces social goals of human rights, social 
justice and democracy), the ‘learner as connection model’, which emerged 
in sub-Saharan Africa, emphasises the importance of applying learners’ 
existing knowledge of the local contexts to the process of learning abstract 
concepts. Laurie et al. argue that this model promotes the incorporation of 
everyday knowledge into academic concepts ‘so that both can grow together’ 
(2016: 229). As the SDGs increasingly focus our attention on sustainability 
at the global level, education-research alliances between North and South 
are becoming paramount in achieving quality education that reflects the 
contextual and cultural environments of all communities. 

The effectiveness of SDG17, with its focus on multi-stakeholder 
partnerships, will be determined by the ability of stakeholders to work 
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together to share knowledge and expertise as well as to create innovative 
intersectoral and interdisciplinary approaches to development issues (Prescott 
and Stibbe 2016). Cross-sectoral North–South partnerships, collaborations 
and information-sharing forums enable a more holistic understanding of 
local contexts, which is essential for global transformation.

Our main research questions are: how are global ideas about education 
and knowledge expressed in South African and Swedish curricula; and what 
are the main challenges for higher education institutions in enhancing quality 
basic education? Our focus is not only to explore the role of education, which 
we see as the key to achieving all the SDGs, but also to highlight the value 
of our own experience of learning through collaboration, and to show how 
joint projects have the potential to deepen our knowledge of our own contexts 
and cultures as much as they extend our knowledge of other environments  
and perspectives.

Methods and theories
The design of this chapter is inspired by a genre referred to as ‘occasioned writing’, 
which is deliberately reflexive. The central task of this genre ‘is to try to disturb 
the easy flow and circulation of received ideas’ (Higgins 2013: 2).1 Working 
in higher education at this time, when academic freedom and autonomy 
is under severe pressure from neo-liberal hegemony, we see universities and 
scholars as having a particular responsibility to pay attention to how ideas of 
development and knowledge emerge and are presented, as well as to unveil the 
social imaginary behind which texts are written. More than ever, we believe that 
higher education institutions should participate in global debates on the role 
and dominance of contemporary Western theories of knowledge, while seeking 
alternatives that are more inclusive and emancipatory.

A critique of so-called ‘global knowledge’, and its ignorance of other 
cultures’ knowledges, guided our research questions. In the first section, we 
outline the international educational policy context and contemporary basic 
education systems, since it is at this level that ideologies are first spelled 
out before they trickle up to higher education. We use a narrative method 
to analyse core international and national documents on education. As 
Catherine Riessman (2008) noted, narrative analysis refers to interpretations 
of texts as they unfold for specific actors in specific places and times. The aim 
is to understand the basic content of a story by asking questions such as:

For whom was this story constructed, and for what purpose? Why is 
the succession of events configured that way? What cultural resources 
does the story draw on, or take for granted? What storehouse of plots 
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does it call upon? What does the story accomplish? Are there gaps and 
inconsistencies that might suggest preferred, alternative, or counter-
narratives? (Riessman 2008: 11)

This choice of approach is based on the fact that, as scholars working in higher 
education institutions in South Africa and Sweden, we are, according to the 
UN, responsible for providing knowledge that supports and points out the 
‘best’ path for sustainable development. We are, therefore, part of the grand 
neo-liberal narrative that has been the leading ideological basis for knowledge 
and development since the late 1980s. However, like any received wisdom, this 
narrative must be questioned. What is knowledge? What kind of knowledge 
and whose knowledge is included? Who is knowledge for and who decides 
this? As story tellers, we have to acknowledge that we are not only free to 
angle the story and impact the narrative (Goffman 1959/1990), we cannot 
help but do so. A mode of enquiry developed by Paulo Freire (1970/2017) and 
referred to as critical literacy is helpful here, and comprises three dimensions 
of interpretation: textual, historical and theoretical (Higgins 2013).
  In this chapter we focus on the textual and theoretical interpretation of 
curriculum changes that occurred in both countries between 1994 and 2011 
under the influence of neo-liberal trends in education.2 

Critical theory guides the theoretical underpinning of our narrative. 
According to Razmig Keucheyan (2010), critical theories ‘more or less 
comprehensively challenge the existing social order…and the contemporary 
social world’ (Keucheyan 2010: 2–3). Radical social transformation is at stake. 
To borrow another expression from Higgins (2013), scholars must challenge 
the ‘template fever’ dominating higher education policy globally. Because of 
this global template, knowledge is increasingly being reproduced within a 
context of managerialism where the ultimate goal is to serve the free market 
system (Biesta 2011). Education policy takes a top-down approach and 
adopts a one-size-fits-all format that is hierarchical and dominated by the 
interests of the political and economic elite (Li 2007). 

In Two Cheers for Anarchism (2012), political scientist and anthropologist 
James C Scott demonstrates that neo-liberal policies have created an ‘imbalance 
of life chances in the world…the point is simply that huge disparities in 
wealth, property, and status make a mockery of freedom’ (Scott 2012: xv). 
This imbalance influences theories of knowledge as well as development 
initiatives, enabling experts to devise interventions that simply write people 
and the planet out of the story (Li 2007). In his condemnation of the role of 
the state, Scott invites us to look at the world using an ‘anarchist squint’ as a 
means of gaining insights that are obscured from view by more conventional 
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perspectives. He uses the term anarchism as Pierre-Joseph Proudhon did, to 
mean ‘mutuality, or co-operation without hierarchy or state rule’ (2012: xii).  
He also reminds us of Rosa Luxemburg’s support for ‘the anarchist 
tolerance for confusion and improvisation that accompanies social learning, 
and confidence in spontaneous cooperation and reciprocity’ (2012: xii).  
Donning anarchist glasses requires us to look for narratives that reveal the 
independent, creative and emancipatory power of individuals to challenge 
contemporary truisms of growth, efficiency and elitism.

Competing knowledge systems
All people are equipped with knowledge and all societies build upon different 
knowledge systems. Throughout history, ideas about knowledge have changed 
as have understandings of how knowledge should be stored and shared. But 
knowledge is a sticky concept. In the West, knowledge is dominated by 
the rational scientific paradigm, while experiential vernacular knowledge, 
or phronesis, is seldom regarded as knowledge at all. Knowledge based on 
experience (vernacular knowledge) tends to break with more expert ways 
of knowing that are often based on systems of hierarchy, supervision and 
control. Instead, it is based on everyday practices, transmitted though social 
networks and shared experience. Tacit knowledge is similar in some ways, in 
that it is mostly transmitted without explicit statements, and is seldom even 
formulated in linguistic form ( Johannessen 2002; Polanyi 1966/1983). Tacit 
knowledge can be very difficult to document, but usually refers to ‘know-how’ 
as opposed to knowing facts. 

Both experiential and tacit knowledge resonate with the concept of 
indigenous knowledge. However, indigenous knowledge has been presented 
and interpreted in many ways. Bharati Sen sees it as embedded in ‘community 
practices, institutions, relationships and rituals. It is essentially tacit knowledge 
that is not easily codifiable’ (Sen 2005: 376). For many, the concept is reserved 
for those who study indigenous peoples, and has little or no relevance for 
mainstream education or development paradigms. Seen as belonging to ‘other 
knowledge systems’, indigenous knowledge tends to be dismissed by scholars 
trained in the rational scientific method (Karbo 2005). Often transmitted 
orally and expressed in practical ways, it is perceived as existing outside of the 
logic of science and abstract thinking. This has, to a large extent, led Western 
thinkers to relegate indigenous knowledge to the category of folklore and 
superstition. In fact, indigenous knowledge practices are often deeply adapted 
to local biospheres, culture and history, and are both meaningful and ‘as 
precise as (they) need to be for the purposes on hand’ (Scott 2012: 33; see 
also the chapters by Danbolt et al. and Erkkilä and Endongo in this volume). 
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In 1998, the World Bank launched a programme on Indigenous 
Knowledge for Development after being persuaded to do so by 
governments and civil-society organisations at the 1997 Global Knowledge 
Conference in Toronto. A critical reading of this programme gives rise to 
several epistemological concerns. Although the World Bank used various 
strategies to incorporate indigenous knowledge into its programmes, this 
knowledge remained ‘othered’ –an exotic element to be integrated into the 
dominant Western paradigm, provided it continued to frame development 
as economic growth and efficient delivery of services. In one of their own 
working papers, Nicolas Gorjestani (2000) gives several examples of how 
indigenous knowledge was seen as interesting or useful primarily when it 
served this agenda.

Catherine Odora Hoppers explains why a deeper understanding of 
indigenous knowledge has the potential to offer scholars so much more than 
this. Using the southern African concept of ubuntu as an example, she notes 
that in southern African cultures, self-knowledge begins with the notion ‘I 
am because I belong’ rather than ‘I think therefore I am’. She then shows 
how this turns Western rationality and its ‘eternal truths’ upside down (Odora 
Hoppers 2013: 70). Instead of upholding a dog-eat-dog world of ruthless 
competition for survival, the concept of ubuntu affirms the values of human 
dignity, mutuality, reconciliation, compassion and restorative justice, while 
stressing the importance of community and identity (Odora Hoppers 2013). 
Of course this challenges the received wisdom of Western knowledge and 
Eurocentric development discourse, explicitly putting communities at the 
centre of development processes. Interestingly, the 1981 African Charter 
of Human and Peoples’ Rights (also known as the Banjul Charter), accords 
people the right to education, as well as social and cultural development, 
within the framework of their own traditional values.

Education and development
In the late 1890s, Emile Durkheim presented the idea that a nation’s 
education system ‘is only the image and reflection of society. It imitates 
and reproduces the latter…it does not create it’ (Durkheim, 1897/1951: 
372–373). Durkheim reasoned that education systems, as social constructs, 
are dependent on and reflect the structural features of society and therefore 
‘can be reformed only if society itself is reformed’ (quoted in Thompson 
1982/2002: 116). Building on this idea, Filloux (1993: 306) argued that, like 
any other social system, the educational sub-system or ‘classroom micro-
society’ is simultaneously subject ‘to forces of permanence and forces of 
change – forces of permanence that are derived from the system as a whole, 
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and forces of change that respond to emerging needs and are specific to it’. 
In our globalised world, the development path proposed by international 

giants such as the United Nations (including its  specialised agencies such 
as UNESCO), the European Union and the OECD have a considerable 
impact on the development of educational principles worldwide. One 
principle agreed upon at the historic Jomtien Conference in Thailand in 
1990s by delegates from more than 155 countries, was the  principle of basic 
education for all. The result of the conference, the 1990 World Declaration 
on Education for All and its associated Framework for Action to Meet Basic 
Learning Needs set out to make primary education accessible to all children 
and to massively reduce illiteracy before 2000. Targets and strategies were 
defined that signatories undertook to put in place. Views of education that 
had previously focused on individuals in school, expanded to include life 
outside of school, and education was increasingly seen as a basis for escaping 
poverty and overcoming inequality (UNESCO 1990). 

Further, with the 1994 Salamanca Statement and Framework for Action 
on Special Needs Education, the United Nations affirmed the need for the 
equalisation of educational opportunities. The statement recognised the 
principle of ‘schools for all’ that ‘celebrate differences, support learning, and 
respond to individual needs’ thereby making ‘schools educationally more 
effective’ (UNESCO 1994: iii).  

In 1998, at UNESCO’s World Conference on Higher Education 
in Mumbai, a shift took place within the discourse of lifelong learning, 
highlighting the importance of democratic citizenship, the right to education, 
and paying attention to the demands of the less privileged sectors of society 
(UNESCO 1997, 1998).

A next step towards Education for All was taken in 2000, when the 
World Education Forum in Dakar reaffirmed the Jomtien statement that ‘all 
children…have the human right to benefit from an education…that includes 
learning to know, to do, to live together and to be’ (UNESCO 2000: 8). 
Seeing education as a fundamental human right is part of an egalitarian ethic 
that includes ‘all’ – every citizen in every society. However, the rationale given 
for promoting education as a right was also linked to efficiency and progress: 
education was seen as 

the key to sustainable development and peace…and thus an indispensable 
means for effective participation in the societies and economies of the 
twenty-first century, which are affected by rapid globalization…The 
basic learning needs of all can and must be met as a matter of urgency. 
(UNESCO 2000: 8)
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Alongside the strong focus on basic education, the framework acknowledged 
that since education reflects the nature and development of the society of 
which it is part, ‘the scope of basic learning needs and how they should be 
met varies with individual countries and cultures, and inevitably, changes 
with the passage of time’ (UNESCO 2000: 65). What this meant was 
that core activities should be decided at country level, but within regional 
frameworks so that practices and experiences in ‘the management…of 
basic education could be facilitated’ (UNESCO 2000: 67). Accordingly, the 
World Education Forum identified six goals to be met in different regions 
of the world by 2015. For sub-Saharan Africa, the goal was equality of 
educational opportunity, while for Europe and Northern America the goal 
was to contribute to the world ’s progress. 

Clearly, the perspectives of key players and academics in the North 
dominated the framing of these goals. Sustainability was considered purely 
in the light of the skills required to advance economic prosperity, such as 
maths, science, communication and leadership. Strategies devised for the 
countries in the South apportion scant attention to the role of social capital, 
people’s participation, peace building, human rights issues and sustainable 
development. As Julia Preece argues in her book, Lifelong Learning and 
Development: A Southern Perspective (2009), there is a dearth of theoretical 
and conceptual analyses focusing on the views of countries in the South. She 
notes that formerly colonised nations are hardly represented in the literature, 

partly because their voices are not heard or their texts are made invisible, 
and partly because such nations are already constrained by conditional 
aid agendas; unequal power relationships with former colonial masters 
means that country policies which depend on external financial support 
are heavily compromised. (2009: 17) 

South Africa: visions of equality
When taking office in 1994, South Africa’s first democratically elected 
government saw the reformation of the education system, including 
the substantive revision of all education curricula, as a key priority. The 
Department of Education set out the foundations of a new national 
qualifications framework in 1996 (DoE 1996), which together with several 
other documents laid the foundations for the revision of South Africa´s 
national basic education curriculum, and resulted in the Revised National 
Curriculum Statement, widely known as Curriculum 2005 or simply C2005. 

A core objective of the 1996 framework was to create ‘a prosperous, truly 
united, democratic internationally competitive country with literate, creative 
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and critical citizens leading productive, self-fulfilling lives in a country free of 
violence, discrimination and prejudice’ (DoE 1996: 1). While Breidlid (2009) 
questioned the meaning of the values and knowledge systems underpinning 
the statement, Msila (2007) highlighted the focus on democracy and equality, 
and emphasised that the revisions were rooted in the values of South Africa’s 
new constitution, which are listed as: ‘social justice; equality; non-racism and 
non-sexism; ubuntu; an open society; accountability; rule of law; respect; and 
reconciliation’ (Msila 2007: 152). Msila also noted that the revised curriculum 
strives to create a South African identity (Msila 2007). A major obstacle to 
the implementation of the new curriculum was the legacy of the colonial 
and apartheid education system which left many schools in historically black 
townships and rural settlements chronically under-rescourced and over-
crowded, leaving teachers ill-equipped to change their teaching in terms of 
process or content. 

At the same time, the sweeping changes embedded in the new 
curriculum laid bare struggles over values, interests and knowledge systems 
(Breidlid 2009; Chisholm 2005;Vandeyar and Killen 2003). Even the 
vocabulary used in C2005 was different: the word teacher was changed to 
educator, student to learner, syllabus to learning programme and textbooks 
to learning support materials. In addition, following the example of the 
United States and Australia, a set of assessment criteria were introduced 
that reflected the ideals of new public management. This meant that the 
curriculum centred more on standardised outcomes than on the learning 
process. This is captured in phrases that reflect how learners were expected 
to behave rather than what they should be expected to know; for example 
learners were expected to ‘organise and manage themselves’, ‘contribute to 
their own success’ and ‘use science and technology effectively’ (DoE 1996: 
10). A powerful vocational-education lobby group  fully embraced this 
imported assessment-driven terminology, as it aligned to their primary focus 
of raising national skills levels in mathematics and science. In thrall to neo-
liberal ideals of globalisation, the government, too, deemed this important 
as they thought it would assist them in their aspirations of integrating 
certain sectors of the population into the global economy (Chisholm 2005). 
Another small, but strong, indigenous-knowledge lobby was driven by 
Catherine Odora Hoppers, a researcher and social scientist who led a task 
team to draft national policy on indigenous knowledge systems in South 
Africa (see Odora Hoppers 2007, 2013). 

An analysis of different learning areas in C2005 reveals that some 
attempts were made to bridge these competing knowledge systems. For 
example, the C2005 history curriculum noted that ‘pedagogy should promote 
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the relationship between universal and local knowledge and worldviews’ but 
also that curricula should be ‘designed to give space to the silent voices of 
history and to marginalized communities’ (DoE 2002: 5, 6). It seems to have 
been envisaged that this could be done by bringing family and local histories 
into the learning process (Chisholm 2005). 

In terms of learning outcomes, questions arose about what ‘advancing 
both universal and local knowledge’ really meant? To give just two examples, 
the curriculum documents relating to the humanities and natural sciences 
show that indigenous knowledge was included in rather general terms. In the 
arts and culture curriculum, learning outcomes focused on culture, heritage 
and music, and aimed at investigating and explaining ‘the purpose, function 
and role of different instruments used in indigenous, traditional or Western 
forms of music in South Africa’ (DoE 2002). What was seen as important 
was the ability to classify African traditional instruments and compare them 
with Western instruments, to discuss the construction of instruments, and 
to sing or play South African songs from various cultures. Similarly, in the 
natural science curriculum for Grade 9, children were expected to learn to 
recognise different explanatory systems. This involved identifying the sources 
and nature of authority in explanations of an event from two differing 
worldviews. Children were also expected to be able to compare the ways 
in which knowledge is held in an oral versus a written culture. These kinds 
of outcomes reveal a fairly superficial and standardised understanding of 
indigenous knowledge systems. Ironically though, learning to ‘recognise’ and 
‘identify’ has everything to do with Western empiricism and very little to do 
with learning to value, understand or engage with traditional practices. 

C2005 was simultaneously vague and ambitious. As Breidlid (2009) 
explained, in terms of its epistemological basis, it is difficult to know what 
is included and what is excluded from this curriculum. Breidlid went on 
to conclude that indigenous knowledge systems had been accorded no 
prominence. 

Sweden: ‘Everyone is equal, but some are more equal than others’
In 1962, Sweden introduced a modern, comprehensive and compulsory 
schooling system for all ‘normal’ children between seven and sixteen years old. 
Based on a knowledge system that favours Western scientific rationality, it 
focused on schooling as preparing children for a ‘changing society’ (Englund 
1994: 7). The system was considered equitable in that it was free and 
intended to provide citizens with ‘equal access to education and to a certain 
standard of schooling irrespective of social background or place of residence’ 
(Ahlin and Mörk 2007: 4). Children with mild or moderate intellectual 
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disabilities, deemed ‘educable’, could attend special schools, while those with 
severe intellectual disabilities were not entitled to any education until 1967 
(Berthén 2007). 

The Sami people (traditionally known in English as Lapps or Laplanders) 
are the only indigenous people recognised and protected in the Scandinavian 
countries under international conventions of indigenous peoples. For Sami 
children, the 1962 reforms meant they had the right to learn their own Sami 
language at school, but for only two hours a week. They learned to read and 
write in Swedish. Sami parents were also allowed to choose between sending 
their children to a Swedish school or a special Sami boarding school. 

Since the early 1960s, the schooling system in Sweden has been divided 
into i) compulsory for ‘normal children’; ii) compulsory schooling for pupils 
with mild intellectual disability; iii) special schools for children with physical 
disability such as hearing impairments; and iv) special schools for Sami 
children. In curricula and official documents, the latter three categories are 
always referred to together, often in the same sentence, and as separate from 
‘normal’ schools.

Following the radicalisation and spirit of collectivism that arose in the 
1960s and 1970s, the Swedish schooling system underwent reforms that 
mirror those of other modern and mature welfare states. A new curriculum 
was prepared and established in 1980. Its main focus was to prepare children 
to become conscientious and well-functioning citizens who would later take 
responsibility for the further democratic development of their country. Schools 
were expected to ‘actively and consciously seek to influence and encourage 
children and young people to be willing to embrace the fundamental values of 
our democracy’ (Curriculum 1980, quoted in Englund 1994: 7). Knowledge 
was understood as a cumulative process, and the focus of teaching was on 
input not output.

During the 1980s, Swedish society changed rapidly, hit by a severe 
national economic crisis and accelerating globalisation. Highly influenced 
by the restructuring of the public sector in the United Kingdom, and the 
new public management model, notions of marketisation, efficiency and 
individualisation quickly infiltrated the Swedish system. The goals of 
democracy and equality were called into question, and the 1980 Curriculum 
suffered a crisis of legitimacy (Lindblad and Wallin 1993). Social Democrats 
as well as the Conservative Party advocated an increase in steering and 
control as means to ‘attain greater efficiency and improved quality in schools’ 
(Ministry of Education and Research 2014: 14).

In 1994, extensive school reforms paved the way for fundamental change. 
Responsibility for schools was transferred from the state to local providers. 
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This meant the decentralisation and municipalisation of schools, the 
opening of private or independent schools, and the possibility for parents and 
caregivers to choose between schools (Ahlin and Mörk 2007). A dual model 
combining apparently strong steering from the state with local implementation 
and interpretation was launched, giving each individual teacher a new kind 
of responsibility. While the state set goals, and conducted evaluations and 
inspections, providers were given responsibility for ensuring that the goals  
were met.

The 1994 Curriculum reflects a society embracing neo-liberalism in the 
political arena, and the new public management philosophy in the public 
sector. It was a response to globalisation, and possible EU membership, 
which both placed stricter emphasis on foreign languages, maths and science. 
Knowledge in the 1994 Curriculum was taught in relation to target- and 
results-based management models – so called ‘performance management’ 
(SOU 2014: 4). Knowledge was understood as  measurable and obtainable 
within a certain time period. 

Education scholars have subsequently described the 1994 Curriculum 
as still typical of competency-based education, albeit with pupils having 
some autonomy and schools able to adapt to local conditions (Sundberg and 
Wahlström 2016). However, nothing was said about the meaning of local 
knowledge and since the curriculum was open for interpretation, individual 
teachers had to decide about whether or not to include any elements of this.

Sweden became a member of the European Union in 1994, and debates 
over education and schooling from then until 2011, when the new Education 
Act was passed and the 2011 Curriculum was introduced, must be understood 
as having occurred within a transnational context (Sundberg and Wahlström 
2016). Step-by-step, and particularly after the signing of the Lisbon Strategy 
in 2000, Sweden adapted to European perspectives on education quality. The 
concept of the knowledge economy was introduced, creating a shift in focus 
from competence to performance, from teaching to learning. Soon schools were 
no longer being viewed as institutions for facilitating knowledge acquisition and 
nurturing responsible citizenship, but as agencies for the delivery of education 
services to students (Wahlström 2016). The European Union prescribed stricter 
indicators for evaluation, based on a view of knowledge as objective and evidence 
based (as formulated in its Schools for the 21st Century educational policy). 
In this programme, surveillance and quantitative targets achieved prominence, 
as did the so-called STEM subjects (science, technology, economics and 
management). In 2008, the government responded to all this by establishing a new  
agency, the Swedish Schools Inspectorate, and by initiating a revision of the  
1994 Curriculum.
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When it was launched in 2011, the new curriculum was said to be a revision 
of the previous one, but scholars critical of the new public management 
model  as applied to education policy in Sweden argue that it was, in fact, a 
significant departure from what preceded it (Sundberg and Wahlström 2016). 
Most importantly, what was understood as knowledge changed to conform to 
a performance-based pedagogic model based on evaluation, positional control 
and performance. In practice, this meant substantial changes in how knowledge 
should be measured. Under the banner of clearer and more concrete goals for 
teachers and pupils, a detailed grading system was introduced from Year 6. 
In an article published in the Swedish newspaper, Svenska Dagbladet, on 15 
March 2011, the then-minister of education admitted that municipalisation 
had created too much scope for choice, leaving Sweden with decreasing 
international ratings in key learning areas, and argued that the standardisation 
of knowledge was therefore crucial. 

‘Knowledge requirements’ became the new mantra, with knowledge to be 
controlled and evaluated at specific times during the year. Pupils’ autonomy was 
limited by the new policy but, according to the government, the results-based 
model and instrumental knowledge would prepare individuals for professional 
life in a complex and globalised world. The emphasis is on individualism and 
entrepreneurship, with the Curriculum document explicitly stating that it is 
important for pupils to ‘discover their own uniqueness as individuals’ and to 
develop attitudes that ‘promote entrepreneurship’ (Skolverket 2011a: 9, 11).

The document also indicates a strong orientation towards Christianity, 
as well as Western and Swedish values, among the education authortities. 
Thus, the curriculum emphasises that the values schools should represent and 
impart are, ‘the inviolability of human life, individual freedom and integrity, 
the equal value of all people, equality between women and men, and solidarity 
with the weak and vulnerable’. However, the document goes on to claim these 
values as being ‘in accordance with the ethics borne by Christian tradition and 
Western humanism’ (Skolverket 2011a: 9, emphasis added).3 

The pressures of globalisation and cross-border mobility were countered 
with reference to Swedish cultural heritage as a means of providing ‘a secure 
identity’. When this was in place, pupils would understand the values of ‘others’ 
(Skolverket 2011a: 9). The Curriculum states that it is crucial for schools to 
be non-discriminatory, but attitudes towards ‘other’ values are not specified. 
The document states only that schools should help pupils to establish ‘well-
balanced perspectives’ (Skolverket 2011a: 11).

Establishing balance and harmony are mentioned several times as tasks 
for schools, and there is an emphasis on shared experiences building ‘different 
forms of knowledge’ that make up a ‘meaningful whole’ (Skolverket 2011a:12). 



KNOWLEDGE FOR JUSTICE106

A critical reading of the Curriculum reveals its contradictions. Its values are 
rooted in Christianity, but teaching is expected to be ‘objective’ (2011a: 10); 
the pupils should be creative and familiar with critical thinking, but within a  
framework of ‘harmonious development’ (2011a: 12). 

To be sure, being ‘familiar with critical thinking’ is not the same as 
challenging received wisdoms, and critique does not always resonate with 
‘harmonious development’. The descriptions of knowledge that permeate 
Curriculum 2011 are vague at best. 

In the 2011 Curriculum for Sami schools, however, Sami culture is at least 
included. 

The teaching in the Sami subject will be aimed at students developing 
knowledge in and about the Sami language and knowledge of the Sami 
culture. Through teaching, students are given the opportunity to develop 
a functional bilingualism, their understanding of the world and their 
identity. (Skolverket 2011b: 213) 

However, the term functional is vague, and functional for whom? It is hard to 
read the text without seeing the ‘otherness’ that is described as being important 
to preserve, although not for anyone outside of the Sami communities 
themselves. The idea that pupils in Swedish schools might benefit from, or be 
inspired by, Sami knowledge and culture is not even imagined.

Curriculum reforms in Sweden in 1994 and 2011 were also implemented 
partly to help ensure that Sweden conforms to the statement in the Education 
for All Declaration that nations should guarantee an equal education to all 
citizens.4 In Sweden, this is provided for by the state by giving all children 
free access to education and through ‘equal and fair assessment and grading’ 
(Ministry of Education and Research 2014: 15). 

However, these visions and intentions have not trickled down into the 
everyday realities of Swedish schools. Scholars in higher education institutions 
were critical of the 1994 curriculum even before this was formalised (Englund 
1994). Subsequent reports and research articles show that instead of equality 
and adaption of the school to local knowledge and needs, segregation and 
difference came to the fore (IFAU 2014; Kornhall 2013). In addition, a 
general trend during the 1990s was a lowering of pass rates among Swedish 
pupils, particularly in the STEM subjects. 

Alarmingly, by 2014, children from disadvantaged environments were 
being left behind in a system committed to benchmarking and standardisation 
of knowledge. These are mainly children from poorer families, who tend to 
obtain weaker results. The winners are pupils who fit into the system, who come 
from families that have an academic background, grow up in a metropolitan 
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area, and/or attend a private school (IFAU 2014). Equal education in this 
context tends to fit George Orwell’s description of equality in Animal Farm 
where ‘everyone is equal, but some are more equal than others’. 

The Swedish education system seems to have been unable to address 
issues of diversity among children, and its basic education system is less equal 
today than it was two decades ago. As political-science professor Leif Lewin 
argued (SOU 2014), the government has abdicated responsibility for the 
Swedish school system; thus providing neither good nor equitable schooling 
to its citizens.

Challenges and ways forward for higher education 
Our analysis of curriculum documents related to basic education in South 
Africa and Sweden reveals that policy-makers’ underlying understandings of 
knowledge have shifted towards an increasingly limited and limiting neo-
liberal paradigm. This has had a demonstrably negative impact on teaching 
and learning in both countries. Managerial ideals of efficiency, measurement, 
assessment and grading were emphasised in the pursuit of a standardised 
Western paradigm that masquerades as universal knowledge. This paradigm 
is largely free-market oriented and reflects knowledge as received ideas, 
rather than as intellectual inquiry or as a basis for engaged and responsible 
citizenship. 

In South Africa, as Breidlid (2009) argues, it is difficult to know exactly 
what is included or excluded from the knowledge system, but it is clear that 
neither indigenous knowledge systems nor local cultural practices have a 
prominent place, and there is an urgent need to address this. In Sweden, a 
one-dimensional view of knowledge dominates, and reforms introduced 
since 2011 have toned down opportunities for educators to adapt the school 
curriculum to local conditions. 

In both countries, higher education institutions are seeing the effects 
of the basic education system on their students. Students enter university 
with great fears of being ‘wrong’, and experience real difficulties with logical, 
critical or nuanced thinking. While there might be many reasons for this, and 
further research is needed, the experience of having their learning measured 
primarily in quantitative ways, and of having little need to consider or present 
a critical argument, is very likely to be a strong factor.

Educational alternatives that are more inclusive and integrative than 
the hegemonic neo-liberal model do exist. To bring about change, higher 
education institutions need to stop playing the roles they play in the global 
education market. Universities must regain the freedom to challenge received 
wisdoms and the linear version of human development that legitimises 
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ongoing exploitation and domination of people, nations and regions that are 
perceived as ‘less developed’. 

Since the 1960s and 1970s, numerous scholars have outlined the 
multifaceted nature of the term ‘development’ and the wide range of disciplinary 
lenses through which it can be viewed; (see for example, Devkota 2000; Peet 
and Hartwick 2009; Penderis 2012; Sen 2000; Ucilli and O’Neill 1992). They 
have suggested the adoption of more inclusive educational systems that can 
provide valuable insights into local conditions and the reality of the world 
that people live in (Gupta et al. 2004). In this context, participation becomes 
a transformative process and proactive ‘learning by doing’ exercise with people 
playing a pivotal role in shaping their future (Burkey 1993; Nelson and Wright 
1995; Oakley 1991). Situated and local knowledge emerges between people 
through praxis and is built on a common understanding of concepts and also 
of actions that includes language. Praxis (Wittgenstein, cited in Johannessen 
2002) gives meaning to words. It is knowledge that opens up for new praxis in 
new situations. Hammarén (2002) argues that knowledge that is not situated 
within this particular context excludes knowledge that is related to the lived 
experiences of people. Present knowledge regimes, however, are expressed in 
explicit rules which propose a high degree of measurement and control, and 
the system reproduces itself by the introduction of more rules independent 
of culture and situation. Thus, for higher education institutions to take 
responsibility for quality education that is inclusive and locally relevant, a 
shift from the dominant knowledge paradigm, which is universal and not 
situated, is needed. Local knowledge should be given a natural position in 
curricula and syllabi from basic education up to university level.

Conclusion
How are global ideas about education and knowledge expressed in South 
African and Swedish curricula? What are the main challenges for higher 
education institutions for contributing to quality education? These questions 
have been addressed through a North-South research partnership, which 
investigates the knowledge systems within basic education using South 
Africa and Sweden as a case study area. Addressing this issue according to the 
occasioned writing genre (Higgins 2013) and critical theory underpinning 
the narrative (Keucheyan 2010), we have challenged accepted wisdoms and 
truisms. Critical reading of core international documents and global goals 
related to education reveal good intentions. Slogans such as ‘Education for 
All’, ‘Leave no one behind’, ‘global solidarity’ and ‘shared knowledge’ might 
have rhetorical impact, but in practice they don’t challenge the structural 
inequality embedded in the political economy of neo-liberal capitalism. The 
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present universal knowledge regime gives prominence to notions of them 
and us, and further, universal knowledge fails to support otherness. Universal 
knowledge is not situated in peoples’ local everyday life and does not consider 
the day-to-day lived experiences or indigenous knowledge, thus effectively 
excluding a large number of citizens. This is obvious from studies of basic 
education systems in both South Africa and Sweden.

During the 1990s, basic education in both countries underwent substantial 
transformation, following the dominant neo-liberal logic prevalent in the 
US, BRICS and OECD countries. Curricula in South Africa and Sweden 
have become blueprints of new public management, giving prominence to a 
universal knowledge system (Breidlid 2009) resembling what George Orwell 
called ‘new speak’ in his dystopic novel 1984. This is captured in assessment-
driven practices and empty phrases, terminology without definitions and 
many conceptual contradictions. Basic education curricula, driven by 
universal knowledge and standardised outcomes, can logically fulfil neither 
the ambition of providing education for all as a means to equality nor the goal 
of leaving no one behind. Schooling has become an enterprise and schools 
‘one-product’ factories (Scott 2012). In South Africa, indigenous knowledge 
is acknowledged, but it is bound up within a universal knowledge system and 
a Western modernist development paradigm (Breidlid 2009). For Sweden, 
historically a more homogenous society than South Africa, indigenous 
knowledge has not been an issue in educational curricula. Indigenous 
knowledge has been ‘othered’, reserved for the Sami people who are seen 
as somehow exotic and as requiring something different from the system. 
Ideally, indigenous knowledge should challenge curricular, developmental and  
educational pathways, emphasising the importance of a knowledge system 
based on phronesis.

To educate for real change is a huge challenge for universities. ‘By real 
change’, Yusef Waghid, a professor of education at Stellenbosch University, 
South Africa, emphasises the values of tolerance, diversity and the desire to 
understand others. For Waghid, engaging students should be the first priority. 
He argues that encouraging ‘autonomy, dissonance and reflective openness in 
relation to curriculum discourses are but a few ways in which we can ensure 
that our pedagogic encounters remain responsible, relevant and progressive’ 
(Waghid 2017). This echoes Biesta (2011), who claims that societies should 
highlight good education rather than effective education. He argues that 
good is includes a questioning of current aims of education and to reject the 
framing of education as merely effective education. In Biesta’s educational 
universe, three practices are presented as pillars: ‘qualification, socialisation, 
and subjectification’ (Biesta 2011: 19). That is, students need skills to 
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participate in society, they need to be able to transmit values and traditions 
and most importantly, they must emerge as independent actors. According 
to Biesta, the purpose of education is to provide knowledge that opens us 
up for uniqueness to come into the world. This is ultimately a ‘pedagogy of 
interruption’ (Biesta 2011: 91). 

Following Durkheim (1887/1951), who argued that education can be 
reformed ‘only if society itself is reformed’, we have shown that, by having lost 
autonomy and becoming market driven, higher education institutions face 
huge challenges. From basic education to university level, pupils and students 
are being measured according to quantitative and standardised principles with 
employability as the ultimate goal. This is contrary to Higgins’s demand that 
education institutions should create a ‘critically literate citizenry’ (2013: xii).  
For changes to occur in basic education, higher education institutions that are 
responsible for educating not only teachers, but new generations of planners, 
scholars and bureaucrats, must interrogate current theories of knowledge, 
both in teaching and research, and call for reforms that challenge the notion 
of one-size-fits-all in a universal education system.

Notes
 1 Higgins himself was inspired by Edward Said who, in his work Humanism 

and Democratic Criticism, suggested that academics should be responsible for 
inducing reflection and inquiring arguments, and for breaking ‘the hold on us of 
the short, headline sound-bite format’ (2004: 74).

2   In South Africa, the basic education curriculum was revised again after 2011, 
with the introduction of the Curriculum and Assessment Policy Statement 
(CAPS). For more on the integration of indigenous knowledge into this new 
curriculum, see Jacobs (2015).

3   An overt bias towards Christianity evident in the curriculum document has been 
the topic of much academic and public debate in Sweden but further discussion 
of this is beyond the scope of this chapter.

4   This is asserted on the website of the Swedish Schools Inspectorate at https://
www.skolinspektionen (accessed September 2015).
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