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Introduction  

The education of adults as a matter of public concern has prompt the first conceptualizations of 

lifelong education and learning, inasmuch as contemporary discourses on lifelong learning have 

revitalized attention to the education of adults as a policy issue that is neither below nor above, 

but includes governmental attention (Griffin 1999a, 1999b). This phenomenon can be captured 

under the concept of ‘global polity’, which acknowledges the mobilization of different 

stakeholders towards the governance of a distinct yet malleable policy object (Corry 2010). In 

the field of adult education such mobilization is made possible by the explicit intention of inter-

states organizations, governments and non-governmental organizations to redefine the contour of 

adult education practice, and results in coordinated and interdependent modes of political action 

around the education of adults, understood as a policy object other than education at either 

primary, secondary or tertiary levels (Milana 2012).  

A revitalized attention to the education of adults as a public concern is turning policy studies 

from a niche to a more visible area in adult education scholarship, as testified by a slowly but 

steadily growth in number of publications dealing with policy development at regional or 

international levels, and their impact on national contexts (Desjardins and Gordon 2013, Milana 

and Holford exp. 2014; Nesbit and Welton 2013, among others). A phenomenon that, at least in 

Europe, has been paralleled to and supported by the establishment of a scholarly research 

network on Policy Studies on Adult Education, with the explicit aim “to develop a core forum of 

select experts […] which will commit to ongoing dialogue and development around two specific 

areas, namely the development and impact of policies on adult education; and the development 

and impact of research of policy.” (ESREA 2010, November 10, Objectives of the proposed 

network, par. 2). 

Despite acknowledgement of governance mechanisms that include but are not reducible to 

political action by national governments, however, much policy studies in adult education, with 

but few exceptions, still prioritize national governments as their main unit of analysis, thus, as 

Ball (2012: xii) puts it, are still locked in a ‘policy-as-government paradigm’.  
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I maintain that to overcome such analytical limitation requires not only a purposeful research 

agenda but also better conceptual and methodological tools that those traditionally applied to 

researching the field (Milana 2013a, Milana 2013b). In this line of argument, in this paper I 

engage with an analysis of mobilizing processes that occur across or through the Unesco, 

drawing on a methodology purposely advanced to study how and where global polity happens. 

In the following sections, I present the methodology that framed the study and describe how data 

were gathered and analyzed, before presenting its results. The findings bring to light three modes 

of mobilization processes at play, neither within nor outside, but across geo-political borders and 

professional interests; one is landmarking of events and publications by which a shared sense of 

the past is created; one is brokering of values and ideas that helps shaping a common future 

direction; and one is linking of ideations and political agents, through which ideational 

landscapes can be converted into material actions. 

 

Theoretical and methodological foundations  

Education policy work is a delicate process of authoritatively allocation of values (Easton 1953), 

no longer constrained within national or geographical borders, but rather embedded in complex 

dynamics characterized by asymmetry and unevenness; dynamics that occur via ‘nodes of 

interactions’ among diverse actors with policy volition, across time and space, at multiple levels 

and scales (Cerny 2001, Robertson 2012). Capturing these dynamics, at either conceptual or 

empirical levels, implies full recognition of a global dimension or “ ‘meta-narrative’ that needs 

to be picked apart to see the work that it does in any one context” (Robertson 2012, 5). Such 

meta-narrative incorporates ontological changes influenced by ideational and discursive 

practices that reach and obtain legitimacy at different scales. Revealing the concreteness of these 

processes has become central in education policy studies.  

Recent socio political and ethnographic contributions have exposed how policy work occurs 

through material and ideational sites to form global imaginaries that homogenize values, beliefs 

and ideas about education (Rizvi and Bob Lingard 2010), yet also create niches for re-imagining 

local specificities (Carney 2009, 2012). In particular, socio political studies shed lights on how a 

social concern turns into a political issue via the mobilities of people, ideas and economic 

resources on a global level (Rizvi 2009), thus pointing at the reach of policy processes that do 

not only imping on a ‘global education’ agenda (Rizvi and Bob Lingard 2010), but also on 

diverse sites of political power (Ozga 2000, Ball 2012). It is thanks to the empirical depth of 

ethnographic studies, however, that these assumptions are confirmed at the same time as they are 

partly disconfirmed by processes of resistance and local (re)articulation that occur in national 

and local contexts, thus shows the 'frictions' (Tsing 2005) of global connectivity. This confirms 

that global interconnectivity in education produces a ‘policyscape’, which synthesizes flows of 

ideas across and beyond national contexts; however resistance and contestation to such ideas 

also open new spaces for local re-imaginations (Carney 2009, 2012). 

Anthropological studies, on their part, have brought to the foreground the policy will of a 

multiplicity of actors beyond the purview of governments by voicing human beings situated 

across levels and spaces, which negotiate global understandings and ideas in specific localities 

(Levinson, Sutton and Winstead, 2009, Levinson et al. 2009). Yet rather than narrowing 

attention to the human materiality by which a policy gets enacted, they also question how it is 

conceived via global processes. To this aim, some suggest looking at policies as not only as tools 
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of government but also as tools for studying the very systems of governance they create (Shore 

and Wright 1997), which theoretically assigns agency to a policy while expanding the ‘field’ of 

study beyond physical sites, thus including socio and political issues that constitute such a policy 

matter (Shore, Wright and Però 1997). Accordingly, the interactions of agents, concepts and 

technologies that occur across sites reveal ‘policy worlds’ that produce, reinforce or resist 

governance mechanisms (Shore, Wright and Però 1997).   

One of the unsolved problems emerging from the above literature, however, is how to integrate 

and explain mobilities and flows that de-territorialize, but also triggers opposite processes of 

fixity and re-bordering of values, beliefs and ideas on and about education (Robertson 2012). 

Another problem is how to articulate non-human ‘agency’ as well as its interactions with people, 

in ways that can be empirically grasped (Milana 2013b).   

Methodological attempts to address these issues can be found in multi-sited ethnographies that 

pose simultaneous attention to both horizontal and vertical interactions (Vavrus and Bartlett 

2009) and unbound fieldwork from a single place and time to delve into external forces that are 

either resisted or accomodated by people (Burawoy at al. 2000), as well as in addressing artifacts 

not as simple carriers of ‘symbolic projection’ but also as participants to a course of action 

(Latour 2005, 10). 

While horizontal and vertical ethnographies (Vavrus and Bartlett 2009) are epistemologically 

reach, they have been criticized for lacking an ontological concern on what constitute the global 

(Milana 2013b), thus comprehending sites as “made up of actors with combinations of local and 

global horizons of action” (Robertson 2012, 10, emphasis in original). Global ethnographies 

(Burawoy at al. 2000), on their part, seems to better comprehend ‘global forces’ as constituted at 

distance and resisted, avoided and negotiated locally as well as produced by contingent social 

processes or ‘global connections’ of people, things, and ideas. Up till now, global ethnographies 

also recognize that both global forces and global connections are themselves constituted 

imaginatively. Expanding attention to the diversity of agencies that participates in global 

connections to include also objects (Latour 2005) can enrich our understandings of the relations 

between global forces, connections, and imaginaries on and about education. 

 

Methodology: a global polity perspective on adult education  

Drawing on the existing literature, yet departing from it in order to think afresh about adult 

education as a matter of public policy concern, neither within nor outside, but across geo-

political borders and professional interests, I propose adopting a global polity perspective on 

adult education (Milana 2013a, 2013b). Such proposal builds on few assumptions. First, a global 

polity happens in adult education inasmuch as in other areas of public concern and governance. 

Yet, it is distinct from other forms of global polity for its intentionality to govern the education 

of adults (and those youngsters unable to show a normative educational record) rather than 

primary, secondary or tertiary education. Second, while the term ‘global polity’ grasps the 

gestalt of a social phenomenon, its empirical investigation is dependent on observations of the 

‘global polity structure’, or the organization of and relations between the elements that compose 

such gestalt.  



Not proof-read. Comments welcomed. 

4 
 

Accordingly, a global polity structure can be reduced to four constitutive categories that make 

reference to either the organization of or relations between its elements, as shown in Table 1. 

Each category is relational in nature, in the sense that it incorporates a distinctive attribute as 

well as its opposite.  

Table 1. Constituent categories, attributes and elements of a global polity structure 

Category Attribute Element 

Qualities  

 

Homogeneity 

Shared basic understanding of one world, based on a 

minimum of common beliefs, guiding norms, values and 

ideas around adult education. 

Heterogeneity 
Contextual reinforcement or resistance and contestation of 

the shared basic understanding of one world. 

Scales  

Monoscalarity 
Mobilization of agents that occurs horizontally, across 

local, national, regional and international environments. 

Multiscalarity 
Mobilization of agents that occurs vertically, within local, 

national, regional and international environments. 

Environments 

Physical  
Concrete environments such as organizational structures, 

meeting rooms, virtual working spaces and so on. 

Non-physical  
Ideational environments such as words, concepts, 

imaginaries and so on. 

Agencies 

Human  

 

Political volition mobilized via human agencies at either 

individual or organizational levels. 

Non-human  
Political volition mobilized via non-human agencies 

(events or artifacts) that make human agents act. 

 

In short, a global polity structure exists when a given set of actors shares a basic understanding 

of one world that incorporates both global and local horizons of political action, which expand 

vertically and horizontally. Its orientation results from the interactions between agents, concepts 

and technologies that happens in local, national, regional and international environments, and is 

often objectified in events such as conferences, official meetings, or artifacts such as written 

texts, videos or still images. A global polity structure is kept alive by interactions between 

human and non-human agencies that are not bound to either vertical or horizontal perspectives, 

or to either single or multiple environments. It shall be noted, however, that human agents may 

have obligations, capacities, or preferences to interact primarily in single or multiple 

environments, with either vertical or horizontal perspectives; while events and artifacts may 

simply carry crystallized meanings or rather contribute to their transformation, distortion or 

modification. 
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Data and heuristic tools 

Consistently with a global polity perspective, the Unesco represents a visible collective agent 

with policy volition in adult education. By its institutional nature, it has a capacity to interact in 

multiple environments, yet with an obligation towards horizontal horizons (e.g., across its 

members states), as well as vertical horizons comprised within international environments (e.g., 

in relation to other inter-states entities, and international non-governmental organizations). 

While its work tends towards the homogenization of beliefs, guiding norms, values and ideas, in 

doing so it might create heterogeneity, for instance by resisting or contesting alternatives world-

views. Accordingly, this collective agent was selected, for the purpose of this paper, as an ‘entry 

point’ to explore how mobilization processes towards the governance of adult education works. 

I used different data sources gathered within the framework of an ongoing project (GLOBE-A) 

that investigates how globalization processes (re)define the nature and scope of adult education 

worldwide, and pays special attention to the dialogical relations between international and 

national levels. 

In particular, during a period of stay at the UIL in January 2013 I assisted to a video conference 

with the Unesco Headquarters, had informal conversations with several staff members at UIL, 

interviewed six of them and one ex-member of the Unesco National Commission for Germany 

to gain better knowledge on the functioning of the Institute, its historical development and 

current strategy and work on adult education. Albeit this activity provided sensitizing data that is 

used in the analysis, I do not include in-text reference to either my notes or the audio recording 

of interviews, as the information herein contained is highly sensitive. Also, I conducted a review 

of the literature on policy and advocacy work by Unesco in the field of adult education, which 

helped identifying the mostly referred publications and events under the auspicious of Unesco, 

as well as the main journals with a broad coverage of these events and related activities and 

publications. This in turn led to the identification of individuals and collectivities that have been 

writing and publishing about these issues. Finally, I gathered the 1976 Recommendation on the 

development of adult education, and selected policy documents that make reference to it, as well 

as the entries to an online consultation on the revision of such Recommendation by thirty-five 

individuals from non-governmental organizations (13), universities (10), national governments 

(4), inter-state entities (3), schools (2), and private institutions (1), based in Europe and North 

America (47%), Latin American (32%), and Africa (21%). This helped to disclose the discursive 

elements of the 1976 Recommendation and the debate that surrounds it, as well as its life as a 

legal instrument subject to monitoring activity.    

Data were analyzed via heurist tools developed within situational analyses (Clarke 2005). These 

tools use elements derived from grounded theory, such as word by word or sentence by sentence 

open coding, initial coding or labeling, and categorizations via constant comparisons. However, 

they also incorporate elements from actor-network theory and discourse analysis, such as 

attention to non-human actants and to discursive elements, in order to examine processes that 

occur not only at individual but also at collective levels. Further, situational analyses also 

proposes synthesizing and visualizing both coded and ‘somewhat digest data’ (Clarke 2005) 

through maps that can prompt further analytical insights and interpretations. In other words 

situational analyses helps theorizing the phenomenon under study, yet theorizing is here seen as 

a work in progress that can always be further stretched and expanded. In the same vein, it is the 
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analytical scope of this paper not to produce a theory of global political mobilization, but rather 

contribute to theorizing how global polity in adult education works.  

Findings 

Unesco is an inter-governmental organization established in 1946 to promote peace and security 

based on international understanding and human welfare via education, science and culture. As 

of 2011, it represented a total of 195 states and 8 associate members, covering five world 

regions: Africa, the Arab States, Asia and the Pacific, Europe and North America, and Latin 

America and the Caribbean. Besides its Headquarters offices, Unesco operates through a number 

of specialized institutes, centers, and field offices located in diverse states.  

Although, some responsibilities in adult education are under the Unesco Headquarters (e.g., 

United Nations Literacy Decade, UNLD), the Unesco Institute for Statistics (e.g., Literacy 

Assessment and Monitoring Programme, LAMP), the International Bureau of Education (e.g., 

Education for All, EFA), and the Unesco International Institute for Educational Planning (e.g., 

supporting EFA goals), since 1951, adult education has been a prerogative of the Unesco 

Institute for Education (UIE). This Institute was established as a foundation under German civil 

law and heavily financed by the German government until it turned into a fully-fledged Unesco 

Institute in 2007, and changed its name into Unesco Institute of Lifelong learning (UIL). Such 

change in legal status has brought an internal restructuring and adjustment of the Institute’s 

overall strategy, with dramatic budgetary changes in terms of line of financing, overall revenues 

and expenditure, and a consequent stronger dependency from the Unesco Headquarters, in 

economic, administrative and ideational terms. 

Overall Unesco’s main actions in the field of adult education can be summarized in: the 

organization of a 12-year international conference on adult education since 1949 by the UIE/UIL 

that follows specific protocols in terms of agenda setting, access, and rights to speak and are 

funded by member states; the support, since 1972, to the incorporation of adult education 

committees within the Unesco National Commissions, agencies set up by national governments 

for consultation and coordination with Unesco; the monitoring of a Recommendation on the 

development of adult education adopted in 1976, to date the only international legal instrument 

in this field; and the coordination of development goals and initiatives covering also basic 

education and literacy programmes for adults.  

None of the above actions would occur without interactions with non-human and human agents, 

being individual and collectivities, that occur in a variety of physical and nonphysical 

environments, and across scales. While it is not possible to capture the totality of these 

interactions (and their effects), the data allow for useful insights on mobilization processes that 

occur during, before or after the international conferences on adult education. These processes 

are entangled in textual artifacts or events and intertwine with the development of standard 

setting instruments such as the 1976 Recommendation. From the data, three modes of 

mobilization emerge: landmarking, brokering and linking, as discussed below. 

Landmarking events and publications 

Landmarking addresses the identification of events and publications that mark important stages 

of development or represent turning points in the history of adult education as a public and 

global concern.  
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Historical landmarks include, though are not limited to, the reports by Unesco, Learning to Be: 

The World of Education Today and Tomorrow (1972), and Learning: The Treasure Within 

(1996). 

Learning to be (1972), produced by a Commission chaired by Edgar Faure, former Prime 

Minister and Minister of Education of France, epitomizes the work that had been carried out 

around the concept of ‘lifelong education’ under the auspicious of the UIE at a time of active 

leadership in setting the organizing principle for educational development (Tuijnman and 

Boström, 2002). It was fully embraced by the ‘lifelong education movement’ (Wain 2001, p. 

184) for its radical approach fitting also with deschooling, and de-institutionalization stands 

(Moosung and Friedrich, 2011). In short, the report addresses the need to create new and diverse 

education and learning opportunities to transcend ‘the limits of institutions, programmes and 

methods imposed on it down the centuries’ (Faure et al., 1972, p.145), a project grounded in 

social-democratic liberal ideas that saw individual growth entangled with social development 

(Milana 2012). On this ground, the expansion of adult education, educational innovation, 

democratization processes and adult education as a worldwide policy matter were discussed at 

the III international conference on adult education (Tokyo, 1972), setting the scene for Unesco’ 

Directorate General to be authorized to do policy work in support of its member states, which 

led to the adoption of the 1976 Recommendation.  

Learning: The Treasure Within (1996) summaries the work by a Commission chaired by the 

former president of the European Commission, Jacque Delors, with the explicit scope to 

reposition education at the top of the political agenda, while advancing lifelong learning as the 

response to globalization. Although not immune to neoliberal ideas like skills updating, the 

report represents an attempt to preserve a social-democratic liberal approach to education that 

reconciles economic growth with equity issues, respect for the human condition and the 

environment, and reaffirms the central role of the welfare state, at a time it was put into serious 

question by the expansion of neoliberal thinking in education (Milana 2012, Moosung and 

Friedrich 2011). This report represents the basis on which the V international conference on 

adult education (Hamburg, 1997, hereafter Confintea V) took off. 

Confintea V, and its outcome documents: the Hamburg declaration and the Agenda for the 

future, also represent an historical landmark. The conference was organized under the auspicious 

of the UIE Director, Paul Bélanger (1989-1999), former Director-General of the Canadian 

Institute for adult education (1972-1985), who had been a key figure for non-governmental 

organizations to take part in the international conferences on adult education as a separate 

category from appointed national delegations. The Hamburg Declaration addresses adult 

education as the primary condition for full societal participation, while the Agenda for the future 

puts special emphasis on democratic participation, access, literacy skills, the right to work and 

health and environmental care. It received much attention beyond the conference delegates, also 

for its compatibility with development goals and initiatives that flourished ever since under the 

auspicious of Unesco. 

Landmarks, however, are no so by themselves, no matter how radical, innovative or visionary 

the ideas that crystallize in such texts or events are, but rather thanks to their potentials as non-

human actants in intermediating these ideas in interactions with individuals and collectivities. 

Such potentials find full expression when individuals and collectivities act, for instance, through 

self- and cross-referencing, for purposes as diverse as to reaffirm a collective positioning within 
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competing discourses, anchoring a critique to shifts in global views and perspectives or gaining 

consensus to advocate for alternatives to mainstream discourses on adult education, and so on. 

Self-referencing are found all the way through the cluster of publications examined, either by in-

text or visual reference to Learning to be (1972), Learning: The Treasure Within (1996) or 

Confintea V and its outcome documents, yet with nuanced significations. An example of 

reaffirmation of a collective positioning is found in Towards an Open Learning World (Unesco 

2002), celebrating the UIE/UIL’s 50 years anniversary, which includes a picture of the Learning 

to be (1972) report on its cover (Fig. 1), and again at page 39. 

 

Figure 1: Towards on Open Learning World (UIL 2002), sections of book cover (left) and page 39 (right) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Further, Learning to be (1972) is referenced by several people connected to a various degree to 

UIE/UIL to positioning Unesco as a worldwide leader in conceptual advancement and school 

reforms, as evidenced by the following extracts. 

 

I remember the major shifts in direction at UIE ... These have concerned reform in the education systems 

of developed and developing countries, the co-ordination of research projects under the broad umbrella 

‘learning to be’, schools as integral parts of lifelong learning and so on. (UIL 2002:11 [Irène Alenfeld, 

German, ex UIE interpreter]) 

It should be remembered that the report of the commission chaired by E. Faure… more or less marked the 

start of the debate about lifelong learning. (UIL 2002: 15 [Joachim Knoll, German, ex member adult 

education committee, Unesco National Commission for Germany]) 

These activities by UIE [the study ‘Foundation of Lifelong Learning’ coordinated by the speaker, which 

results have been published in English by UIE and Pergamon Press, translated in Spanish and distributed 

worldwide, n/a] became an important part of UNESCO’s follow-up to its 1972 international report entitled 

‘Learning to be’ (UIL 2002: 68 [Ravindra H. Dave, Indian, ex UIE Director, 1979-1989]) 

 

Self- and cross-referencing are at times ambiguous in their scopes, as it is the case of the 

editorial to the special issue of the International Review of Education on Confintea VI follow-up 

(Vol.  57:1-2, 2011) co-signed by Carolyn Medel-Añonuevo, current UIL Deputy Director, and 

two academics who worked for the preparation of such conference. The editorial anchors a 

critique to the neoliberal obsession for evidence-based policies, and governing by numbers 

 



Not proof-read. Comments welcomed. 

9 
 

approaches by making reference to Learning to be (1972) and Learning: The Treasure Within 

(1996) as “authoritative for their adherence to common and shared values such as helping to 

build a substantive world with just societies that value knowledge, promote peace, celebrate 

diversity and defender human rights” (p.5). However, this claims live side by side with an 

ambiguous prescriptive argument on how adult education scholarship could better serve the 

UIL’s mandate to produce a triennial Global Report on Adult Learning and Education, a recent 

monitoring tool, which aspires to become a standard setting technology as powerful as the 

Global Monitoring Report by the World Bank or Education at a Glance by the Organization for 

Economic Co-operation and Development. 

Diverse is the case for self- and cross-referencing that appear, for instance, in the Special issue 

on Confintea VI of Adult Education and Development (Vol. 75 2010). This issue reproduces 

speeches held at the conference by “colleagues who were of special importance for us [the 

German Adult Education Association, DVV, n/a]” (p.5), like the President of DVV, and 

‘longstanding partners’ such as the ex UIE Director, Paul Bélanger (see above), at that time 

President of the International Council of Adult Education (ICAE), a professional institution 

based in Paraguay, established shortly after the III international conference on adult education 

(Torkyo, 1972), and Unesco’s associate member since 2012, thanks to the official 

reclassification of non-governmental organizations within Unesco. Self- and cross-referencing in 

this case is mostly aimed at renewing a collective consensus at the cross-roads of professional 

organizations and among their members, such as adult education practitioners and academics. 

In short, landmarking occurs primarily via self- and cross-referencing to those texts and events 

that support the ideational creation of a ‘shared past’ and a consequent common destiny towards 

which political will is mobilized. Although serving multiple individual or collective purposes, 

this mode of mobilization is often normative and prescriptive in its wording, and is facilitated by 

a limited number of individuals and collectivities that act as ‘historians’. Historians are those 

who either actively contributed to the production of landmarked texts and events or have had at 

least a privileged access to them. These human agents, in interactions with others (including 

non-human actants), however, also contribute to a different mode of mobilization, such as 

brokering. 

Brokering values and ideas 

Brokering consists in helping the transaction of values, ideas and data between individual and 

collective agents so to form a global imaginary about adult education. 

Brokering occurs via the production of specific technologies, such as the international 

conferences on adult education, and the extensive activities that occur before and after these 

conferences, like preparatory and follow-up meetings, the manufacturing and circulation of 

background and working documents, and post conference publications. While the production of 

these technologies and related activities is orchestrated by the UIE/UIL, since the mid-90s there 

has been a boost in brokering, thanks to a progressive involvement of non-governmental 

organizations, in representation of professional groups with differential positioning within local, 

national or regional contexts. 

Since Confintea V non-governmental organizations have not only had own delegations, but 

actively participated in the preparation and running of these conferences, for instance by 

proposing and organizing workshops, or advocating for higher level of governmental 
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participation in international conference and regional preparatory and follow up meetings. Some 

of these collective entities have been created soon after or just before the international 

conferences on adult education, like ICAE (see above) or the Action Platform for Adult 

Education, born in 2008, during the preparation of the VI international conferences on adult 

education (Bélem, 2009, hereafter Confintea VI). 

A prominent role is been played by the Institute for International Cooperation of the German 

Adult Education Association (DVV International) and ICAE, also in collaboration with other 

non-governmental organizations active at national or regional levels, such as the National 

Institute of Adult Continuing Education (NIACE), based in the United Kingdom, or the 

European Association for the Education of Adults (EAEA), with its Secretariat in Brussels. 

Media ownership represents a powerful tool that facilitate brokering processes, as it helps the 

transaction of values, ideas and data between the ‘historians’, involved in the complex web of 

advisory boards, consultative groups or drafting committees set up by the UIE/UIL, or in the 

delegations appointed by national governments, and those individuals and collectivities herein 

excluded. Examples include, but are not limited to, three journals owned, respectively, by 

UIE/UIL, DVV International and ICAE. 

The International Review of Education, founded in 1931 by a German educationalist, originally 

published by the University of Cologne, has been published under the auspicious of UIE/UIL 

since 1955 (Unesco 2002). It is a peer-reviewed journal that thanks to its distribution by 

Springer is included in citation tracking and bibliographic databases worldwide. Originally 

intended to support scholarship in comparative education, has had a longstanding relation with 

the World Council of Comparative Education Societies (WCCES), whose triennial congresses 

have served as a platform for the publication of guest edited issues. While doing so, the journal 

has had an important role also in fostering lifelong learning (Tuijnman and Boström 2002), and 

in brokering values, ideas and data specific to the field of adult education, as for instance with 

the special issue on Confintea VI follow-up already mentioned. Shifts in the institutional legal 

status and Directorship of the UIE/UIL, coupled with the appointment of a new journal’s 

executive director, have recently led to an explicit redirection of the journal to better support the 

UIL’s overall strategy and commitments to lifelong learning, specifically adult education, thus 

strengthening the journal’s brokering potential in these matters. As a result, the official statement 

on the journal’s aims and scope now stresses that it “publishes regular guest-edited special issues 

on key and emerging topics in lifelong learning, adult education, non-formal education and 

literacy.” Accordingly, the WCCES has been informed that only proposals for guest issues 

falling within the above categories will be considered from now on. 

Adult Education and Development has been published since 1973 by DVV International. 

Available in three languages, English, Spanish and French, the journal is widely distributed to 

libraries specializing in education worldwide and since 2000 also available for free download via 

internet. The international conferences on adult education, as well as preparatory and follow up 

activities, have been covered by the journal since its foundation with “A short review of the most 

important decisions of the Third World Conference on Adult Education, Tokyo 197”.
2
 Over the years an increased number of issues have been devoted, at least partly when not 

exclusively, to the international conferences on adult education and related events
3
, paralleling a 

                                                           
2
 See Adult Education and Development Vol. 1/1972. 

3
 See Adult Education and Development Vol. 62/2004, Vol. 69/2007, Vol. 72/2009, Vol. 73/2009, Vol. 75/2010, 

Vol. 77/2011, Vol. 78/2012. 
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growing commitment of DVV International and its Director (Heribert Hinzen, 1978-2010) in the 

organization of such events. These issues, for instance, make available to a broader audience 

background and output documents prepared before or after Confintea V and Confintea VI, the 

mid-term review conference of Confintea V (Bangkok, 2003), and the II Bonn Conference on 

Adult Education (2009) run in collaboration between DVV, ICAE, EAEA, and the Asian South 

Pacific Association for Basic and Adult Education, with the support of UIL and the German 

Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development. Originally planned as a follow-up to 

Confintea VI, due to a change of dates the II Bonn Conference came first; hence the work herein 

developed fed into the International Civil Society Forum, convened by non-governmental 

organizations back-to-back with Confintea VI as well as into the workshops organized by DVV 

international at such conference. 

Convergence, an international peer-reviewed journal published since 1968, become the official 

journal of ICAE, and has been published on its behalf by NIACE over the last eight years of its 

life, discontinued in 2011. The journal accepted and published manuscripts in French, Spanish, 

and to a major extend English, and was and still is indexed and abstracted by online digital 

libraries such as ERIC, EBSCO, and ProQuest. Among the internationally recognized journals 

specializing in adult education Convergence is one of the few with a focus on issues of concern 

for comparative and international adult education (Mulenga, Al-Harthi and Carr-Chellman 

2006). Since 2001, at least one issue per year has covered articles that make explicit reference to 

the international conferences on adult education.
4
 Thanks to a close collaboration with DVV 

International, in 2007 the journal has devoted a Special edition to Confintea VI, translated into 

Portuguese in 2009, thanks to the support of DVV International, Ação Educativa, a Brazilian 

non-governmental organization, and the Unesco office in Brasilia.  

It is through media that values, ideas and data are brokered across and beyond a restricted circle 

of ‘usual suspects’, reaching out policy makers, professionals and scholars others that those 

directly involved in decision making under the auspicious of the Unesco and the UIL. While the 

above account has highlighted the crucial role of media owners (e.g. UIE/UIL, DVV 

International, ICAE and NIACE), a closer look at individual authorship also brings to light the 

brokering power of individuals such as Carolyn Medel-Añonuevo, Paul Bélanger, Heribert 

Hinzen, just to mention a few that have already appeared in this analytic account. The brokering 

power of individual historians is often reinforced by representational power shifts, produced by 

movements in and out of official positions within but also across type of organizations with 

differential policy volition in adult education.  

Landmarking and brokering that occur across and through the Unesco are intertwined with a 

third mode of mobilization, linking, without which ideational landscapes would hardly turn into 

material actions at different scales. 

Linking ideations and political agents  

Linking refers to connecting values, ideas, data, as well as individuals and collectivities, in order 

to produce a kind of political unity in diversity, or apparent harmonious progression in actions. 

                                                           
4
 See Convergence Vol. 34/4 2001, Vol. 35:4/2002, Vol. 35:2-3/2002, Vol. 36:1/2003, Vol. 37:3/2004, Vol. 

38:3/2005, Vol. 38:4/2005, Vol. 39: 2-3/2006, Vol. 39: 4/2006, Vol. 41:2-3/2008, Vol. 42: 2-4/2009. 
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Linking occurs via specific technologies for global governance. An example of such 

technologies is the 1976 Recommendation already mentioned, and related monitoring tools, such 

as the Global Report on Adult Learning and Education (see above). 

Among Unesco’s technologies for global governance, Recommendations are the ‘softest’ ones, 

as they encourage governments to adopt certain approaches or undertake a course of action but 

with no legal bind. The 1976 Recommendation crystallized beliefs, guiding norms, and values 

about adult education while paving the way for a gradual transformation of this ideational 

landscape into a standard-setting instrument at global level. A close-text analysis of the text 

highlights three core elements in its discursive structure: one refers to the characterization of 

adult education in relation to national education systems; one makes reference to the governance 

of adult education within and across nations; and one to the values and orientations that inform 

its characterization as well as its governance (see Milana 2013b for more details). However, 

monitoring activities of impact of the 1976 Recommendation on national contexts has been 

sporadic.  

A first monitoring occurred in 1993. Upon recommendation by the IV international conference 

on adult education (Paris, 1985), a questionnaire was sent to governments and returned by 

approximately 33% of Unesco’s members. A new monitoring has occurred in 2011, following 

Unesco’s decision in 2007 to adopt new means to monitor the implementation of all its standard-

setting instruments, in which priority is given also to the 1976 Recommendation. Such 

monitoring was based on the Global Report on Adult Learning and Education (2009) prepared 

by the UIL in view of Confintea VI. The Global Report, first commissioned to external experts, 

then rewritten in house, was based one national reports received upon request by almost 80% of 

Unesco’s members, and regional reports produced by individual consultants. 

As a matter of fact the Global Report, produced on a triennial bases since 2009, represents the 

main tool to monitor national progress in the field of adult education upon decision of the 

Unesco’ Directorate General, ratified by Confintea VI’s participants, together with the decision, 

also by the Directorate General, to revise and update the 1976 Recommendation. Accordingly, 

the UIL has been held responsible not only for the production of the Global Report, whose 

second edition (2012) has been reviewed by external consultants, but entirely written in house, 

but also for a preliminary study of the technical and legal aspects relating to the revision of the 

1976 Recommendation. Such process has seen the production of a preliminary report by an 

expert group composed of five representatives of governmental and non-governmental bodies 

from the five Unesco regions; a two-week online consultation to which more than 300 people 

were invited or granted permission but only 11% made an active contribution, mostly voicing 

non-governmental organizations and the academia; and internal meetings and exchanges with 

personnel from Unesco’s Headquarters involved in the revision of a Recommendation on 

vocational training. 

The preliminary report by the expert group acknowledges that the 1976 Recommendation is a 

‘visionary document’ with a ‘clear rights-based approach’ to adult education, which is 

‘emancipatory’ and ‘unique’, however confirming Unesco’s viewpoint that is ‘outdated’ and of a 

difficult practical implementation.
5
 

                                                           
5
 Expert meeting: Review of the 1976 Recommendation on the Development of Adult Education, Synthesis of Main 

Results and Proposals UIL, 10-11 July 2012, page 3. 
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The entries to the online consultation also deals with content updating, however questioning its 

normative power thus suggesting for a Convention or a legally binding technology to advocate 

for stronger commitment by national governments to worldwide progress in adult education. 

Further, it brings to light conflicting views on how to best frame adult education as a global 

reality while giving full recognition to national heterogeneity in terms of visions, values, and 

organizational principles, and questioned how governing technologies such as monitoring, 

evaluation and reporting activities can become “a collaborative and cooperative endeavor at 

local, national and international levels.”
6
  

Finally, the preliminary study by UIL, examined at the 191
st
 session of the Unesco Executive 

Board (April 2013), reiterates the uniqueness of the 1976 Recommendation as a normative 

instrument (par.1), mentions the online consultation (par.5), and some of the arguments emerged 

herein such as the need for conceptual elaboration and political support to adult education 

(par.8), and stresses the use a more politically correct and gender-sensitive terminology (par. 12) 

brought forward by the expert group. 

It is hard to judge whether a revision of the 1976 Recommendation will guarantee stronger 

governmental commitment in adult education, however a closer look at the complex process of 

revising this document while producing, gathering, manipulating, organizing and returning data 

and information via the Global Report highlights that linking, in order to turn ideational 

landscapes into material actions, at least at internationals and national scales, is a mode of 

mobilization that relies less on historians than landmarking and brokering, and more on 

traditional representational powers that characterizes inter-states organisms such as the Unesco. 

 

Concluding remarks 

The 'postmodern turn' (Best and Kellner 1997, Seidman 1994) has created a space for the re-

appropriation of complexities in social inquiries. Adopting a global polity perspective is an 

attempt to ontologically appropriate such complexity in adult education; yet it requires 

epistemological means apt to grasp complexity while avoiding chaos. In this vein here attention 

was paid on the working of political mobilization that occurs through and across Unesco. Three 

modes emerged from the data under consideration: landmarking events and publications so to 

construct a past for adult education, brokering values and ideas in order to imagine its future, 

and linking ideations and political agents as an attempt to produce materials changes. These 

modes are interdependent and result in a sort of political ‘euphony’, which contrasts what would 

else be a discordant and meaningless mix or ‘cacophony’ of political discourses and actions by 

inter-state organizations, governments, non-governmental organizations and other stakeholders. 

Hypothetically this global euphony resonates differently at local, regional and national scales. 

Enquiring whether and how it does so shall be the object of further research.  

 

 

 

                                                           
6
 Entry by a representative from the academia, dated 03-10-2012. 
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