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This paper provides a critical analysis of the EU’s Memorandum on lifelong learning in light of the
evolution of the concepts of lifelong education and lifelong learning from the late sixties onward. It
also analyses this document in light of the forces of globalisation that impinge on educational policy-
making in Europe as well as the all-pervasive neo-liberal ideology. The paper moves from theory to
practice to provide critical considerations concerning certain ‘on the ground’ projects being
presented as ‘best practice’ in EU documents. It brings out the neo-liberal tenets that underlie much
of the thinking and rationale for these projects, and indicates, in the process, how much of the old
UNESCO discourse of lifelong education has been distorted to accommodate capitalism’s contem-
porary needs. An alternative conception of lifelong learning is called for.

Introduction

In this paper, we shall focus on the EU’s Memorandum on lifelong learning (CEC,
2000) and examine its implications for educational practice in neo-liberal times. We
shall reacquaint readers with the original humanist concept of ‘lifelong education’
promoted by UNESCO in the 1970s, as propounded by the ‘Faure report’ (Learning
to be, 1972). This concept was expounded by a number of scholars who had contrib-
uted to that debate, notably Gelpi, Dave, Cropley, Wain, Suchodolski and Lengrand,
and because of this, constant reference will be made to their writings. We shall then
trace the subsequent use of this concept, albeit in its more popular contemporary
garb, ‘lifelong learning’, and shall critically analyse ‘on the ground projects’, said to
be inspired by the Memorandum, bearing in mind the larger neo-liberal scenario.

The context

In March 2000, the Lisbon European Council set the European Union (henceforth
EU) the goal to become the ‘most competitive and dynamic knowledge-based society
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204 C. Borg and P. Mayo

in the world’, a goal which was reaffirmed, the following year, at the Stockholm
European Council (CEC, 2001, p. 6). The strategy for this purpose entailed such
elements as: 

● the adaptation of education and training to offer tailored learning opportunities to
individual citizens at all stages of their lives;

● the promotion of employability and social inclusion through investment in citizens’
knowledge and competences;

● the creation of an information society for all;
● the fostering of mobility. (CEC, 2001, p. 6)

Eight months later, the European Commission issued a Memorandum on lifelong
learning (CEC, 2000) on the basis of the conclusions reached during the 1996
European Year of Lifelong Learning1 and ‘subsequent experience gained at
European and national levels’ (CEC, 2001, p. 7). The European Commission states
that the Memorandum formed the basis of a European wide-consultation process,
‘organised as close to the citizens as possible’, and: 

… the Member States, the EEA, and candidate countries each conducted their own
inclusive and wide-ranging consultation involving relevant national bodies. (CEC, 2001,
p. 7)

This consultation process involved debates, national Memorandum dissemination
seminars, the provision of national reports regarding lifelong learning initiatives, and
work towards the development of national strategies for lifelong learning. As Murphy
(1997) has shown, lifelong learning has been on the EU’s agenda for quite some time
(p. 362). Lifelong learning, or its earlier version, ‘lifelong education’, has, for many
years, been part of the popular rhetoric surrounding education, with the term being
banded about by governments, international organisations, educationists and politi-
cians so that a trendy flavour is given to their views on educational matters.2

Genealogy of the concept

In a very comprehensive article, John Field (2001) states that ‘discussions of lifelong
learning predated the upsurge of interest in the late 1960s and early 1970s’, and he
traces the idea back to the intellectual ferment that characterised the post-WWI years
(p. 5). One of the major exponents of the lifelong education philosophy of the late 60s
and 70s, Ettore Gelpi states: 

My thinking is that lifelong education, fundamentally, belongs to the history of education
of all countries; it is not therefore a new idea. It lies in the Chinese tradition, in Indian
Buddhism; it lies within Greek philosophy and within the spirit of the European Renais-
sance. The real revolution today lies in the popular demand for lifelong education, not in
the idea itself … (Gelpi, 1985, p. 18)

The concept of lifelong education was promoted in the late 1960s and 70s by
UNESCO (Tuijnman & Boström, 2002) as part of its ‘Education for All’ campaign.3

John Field (2001) states that, as with many 1960s ideas: 
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The EU Memorandum on lifelong learning 205

… it drew on the radical thinking of the student movement, the work of post-independence
intellectuals in the ‘Third World’ and the post-industrial rhetoric of future-gazers like
Alvin Toffler. (Field, 2001 p. 4).

We would add that this was also a climate characterised by disillusion concerning
schools. There were disillusions concerning the promise they held out, in the liberal
60s, for being institutions that would bring about a certain degree of social levelling,
social justice and social cohesion. During this period, serious questions were being
asked of the school and other educational institutions regarding their ability to help
bring about a greater distribution of resources, democratise knowledge and create a
genuinely ‘meritocratic’ society. The fundamental tenets of the structural-functional-
ist view of schooling were being refuted, in sociological interpretations, through the
emergence of various schools of thought including those that found relevant explan-
atory power in Marxism.

The UNESCO literature

It is against this climate of trenchant criticisms of schools that one ought to
consider UNESCO’s adoption of ‘lifelong education’ as ‘a master concept for
education policies’ (Skager, 1978, p. 3) launched by the Edgar Faure report,
Learning to be (Faure et al., 1972, p. 182). Education had to be ‘re-conceptualised’
(Wain, 1985, p. 4; 2004b, p. 86) in view of the widespread disillusion with tradi-
tional schooling.

A number of writers constituting a ‘movement in the world of education’ (Wain,
1987, p. 35) gravitated around this concept of lifelong education. There were those
who drew on scientific-humanism, embraced by UNESCO (see Faure et al., 1972,
p. 146) under the influence of Julian Huxley, its first Director-General (see Finger &
Asún, 2001, p. 22). There are liberal and radical strains within the writings of those
associated with the movement, Ettore Gelpi (see Mayo, 1997, pp. 28, 29) and
Bogdan Suchodolski featuring among the more radical writers.

The movement focused on and foregrounded the need to see lifelong education as
‘an all embracing policy blueprint for education’ (Wain, 1982, p. 7). Lifelong educa-
tion is said to cover different stages of a person’s life ‘from the cradle to the grave’, to
use what has now become a cliché in the area, adopted also at the outset of the
Memorandum.

Lifelong education often began to be used interchangeably with adult education,
probably because it underlines those aspects of learning and pedagogy that occur
outside the domains of formal learning institutions. It is ‘neither time-conditioned
nor space conditioned’ (Gelpi, in Mayo, 1985, p. 2). A. J. Cropley and others used
the term ‘lifewide learning’ that has recently been regaining popularity in the
lifelong learning discourse, with reference to the other educational sources to
which one is exposed at different stages throughout one’s life (Cropley, 1980,
p. 4). This notwithstanding, writers associated with the lifelong education move-
ment also attached importance to the school with respect to their notion of a
‘learning society’. 
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206 C. Borg and P. Mayo

Schools will need to become agencies in which the foundation for lifelong education is laid.
(Cropley & Dave, 1978, p. 21)

These writers argue that, rather than arming pupils with knowledge that can
become obsolete, the school can place the emphasis on decision making skills,
dialogue, participation and one’s ability to take charge of one’s own learning. The
notion of self-directed learning is, of course, one of the most popular notions to
emerge from the lifelong education discourse. This is very much an individualistic
notion of learning that renders people responsible for their own education, a notion
that, in more recent years, has been coupled with that of autonomy.

The ‘learning society’ (the Faure report conceives of nations as having the
potential to become ‘learning societies’, Faure et al., 1972, p. 263) provides, for
many of the authors associated with the lifelong education movement, the context
in which much self-directed and lifelong education occurs (Dave, 1976, p. 34).
The learning society is, in this context, often conceived of as futuristic and utopian
(see Faure et al., 1972, pp. 163–164). It can be easily criticised on the grounds
that it provides a very optimistic view of a ‘common humanity’ in which difference
is subsumed under a single model, according to which a common destiny beckons
(Wain, 1987, p. 230).4

The lifelong education movement strikes us as being quite variegated with alterna-
tive conceptions of lifelong learning and the learning society being provided. It is
impossible in such a limited space to do justice to the vast literature on the subject of
lifelong education that emerged in the early 1970s and continued into the early and
mid 1980s. The central concept is that of the human being (or ‘man’ as they wrote at
the time) viewed within a humanist conception of individual growth. It was all about
‘being’ in a world increasingly swamped by the consumer-culture ideology with its
emphasis on ‘having’ (Lengrand, 1970, p. 59).

The Faure report presented a similar view; education, in its normative sense of
providing ‘worthwhile’ knowledge, can enable persons to become beings in process,
‘incomplete’ beings in the process of becoming in ‘an unending process of completion
and learning’ (Faure et al., 1972, p. 157). In many of the writings, one obtains
the sense that the concept has rather individualistic connotations, incorporating the
notion of self-directed learning. Dave, however, makes a brief passing reference to the
‘collective’ (Dave, 1976, p. 4). One wonders whether we should add, in this context,
references to the notion of collectively-directed learning in addition to the individu-
alising concept of self-directed learning. The former concept would emphasise the
collective dimension of knowledge for change that authors such as Ettore Gelpi
(2002) and David W. Livingstone (see Livingstone, 1999a, 2004; Livingstone &
Sawchuk, 2004) continued to emphasise until very recently.5

Some of the writers within the movement provided radical versions of the notion of
learning as ‘becoming’. In one of the more radical versions of lifelong education,
underpinned by Marxian thought, Bogdan Suchodolski (1976, p. 95) who broached
such topics as the media and consumption (see also Gelpi, 1985b), underlined the
need to counter the hegemonic two-dimensional contemporary view of human
beings. The reductionist view is that of people being producers and consumers.
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The EU Memorandum on lifelong learning 207

The concept of an ‘education-centred society’ promises to show the way out of the hope-
less situation resulting from the ‘producing society’ and the ‘consuming society’. Keeping
the restraints and obligations imposed on society by production and consumption within
rational boundaries, this new concept manifests the profound values of the human exist-
ence, thanks to an intensification of all human abilities and energies that further the devel-
opment of the whole personality. (Suchodolski, 1976, p. 64)

In this respect, we would argue that there is material by writers associated with the
lifelong education movement (not necessarily all of them) that anticipates some of the
more radical alternative conceptualisations of lifelong learning that have recently
emerged, in which human beings are presented as social actors rather than as simply
consumers-producers (Martin, 2001, p. 5).

The economistic turn

The movement of writers on lifelong education associated with UNESCO seemed to
have died out in the late 1980s. In the 1970s, it was not only UNESCO that promoted
the idea of lifelong learning, or rather lifelong education, but also the OECD, although
the latter placed the emphasis on ‘recurrent education as a strategy for promoting life-
long education’ (Tuijnman & Boström, 2002, p. 99). Recurrent education is less of
an all-embracing concept than lifelong education since it ‘came to be associated with
policies for the promotion of formal adult education’ (p. 99). John Field (2001)
provides a good and helpful overview of the further development of this concept as
promoted by various intergovernmental institutions. While UNESCO provided a
broad use of the concept, OECD reduced it to human capital theory, ‘albeit laced with
a few dashes of social democracy’ (Field, 2001, p. 6). The emphasis increasingly
continued to be placed on ‘lifelong learning’ that marks an important shift in termi-
nology. As Tuijnman and Boström (2002) point out, this discursive shift is significant
in that it reduces the emphasis on structures and institutions and lays stress on the
individual as a person who lies at the centre of the educational process with the poten-
tial to take charge of his/her own learning (pp. 102–103). The emphasis on ‘learning’
can help drive home the fact that it is not individuals who need to adapt to the insti-
tutions and agencies by which they are taught but it is the institutions and other agen-
cies that must adapt to them. The flip side however is that this change in emphasis
ties in beautifully with the dominant hegemonic discourse that education and social
well being (as in the case of the transition from the welfare state to the ‘welfare society’)
are the responsibility not of the State but of the individual. By implication, any failure
in this regard is to be blamed not on the system but on the individual.

The OECD translated ‘lifelong learning’ into a ‘policy goal’ (Field, 1998, p. 31).
The change in economic climate in the late 1970s, with a ‘more fragmented and
turbulent labour market’ and the growth of consumerism in Western societies, made
the concept of lifelong learning lose much of its appeal (Field, 2001, p. 8). It did re-
emerge in the 1990s in the one supranational organisation that has the power to
influence the educational policies of sovereign states—the EU. Its re-emergence in
this context, and in the context of the OECD, has to be seen against the backdrop of
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208 C. Borg and P. Mayo

a world economic system characterised by the intensification of globalisation and the
emergence of the neo-liberal ideology.

Neo-liberalism

Much has already been written on the ideology of neo-liberalism and its relation to
education (see Pannu, 1996; Walters, 1997; Burbules & Torres, 2000; Dale &
Robertson, 2004; Olssen, 2004; Giroux, 2004). However, some recapitulation of its
basic tenets, and key related points, would be appropriate since the concept lies at
the heart of our critique, later on in this paper, of the Memorandum and the action
it inspires. Boaventura de Sousa Santos states, in the interview with Dale and
Robertson (2004), that: 

Neoliberalism is the political form of globalisation resulting from US type of capitalism, a
type that bases competitiveness on technological innovation coupled with low levels of
social protection. (de Sousa Santos, in Robertson and Dale, 2004, p. 151)

He goes on to state that: 

The aggressive imposition of this model by the international financial institutions world-
wide not only forces abrupt changes in the role of the state and in the rules of the game
between the exploiter and the exploited … but also changes the rules of the game among
the other kinds of developed capitalism. (de Sousa Santos, in Robertson and Dale, 2004,
p. 151)

Since the early 1980s, neo-liberalism provided the dominant hegemonic discourse
surrounding economic development and public policy. It was very much a feature of
the Pinochet regime’s ideology in Chile,6 Thatcherism, Reaganomics (Pannu, 1996),
the IMF’s and World Bank’s structural adjustment programmes in much of the
industrially underdeveloped world (Pannu, 1996; Boron & Torres, 1996; Mulenga,
1996) and the WTO’s polices that would also affect educational ‘services’ (Rikowski,
2002). It is now also a feature of parties in government that have historically been
socialist. The presence of this ideology on either side of the traditional political spec-
trum in Western democracies testifies to the hegemonic nature of neo-liberalism. This
point is worth keeping in mind with respect to the Memorandum and its social-demo-
cratic trappings.

The presence of the neo-liberal ideology in education, as well as in other spheres of
activity, can easily lead one to think and operate within the logic of capitalist restruc-
turing. This process is generally characterised by such features as that of delinking the
economic from the social and converting what were once public goods (education and
health among them) into consumption goods, as the ‘ideology of the marketplace’
holds sway. Neo-liberal thinking brings in its wake increasing privatisation and
related cuts in public spending on social programmes, together with increased user
charges and cost recovery policies, therefore limiting popular access to health, educa-
tion and other social services. It also leads to public financing of private needs and
places the onus for social and economic survival on individuals and groups. It also
leads to a decline in real incomes that turns the whole question of ‘choice’ into a farce
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The EU Memorandum on lifelong learning 209

as people who cannot afford to pay for educational and health services are fobbed off
with an under-funded and therefore poor quality public service in these areas. Neo-
liberalism also entails a deregulation of commodity prices and the shift from direct to
indirect taxation (Boron & Torres, 1996; Pannu, 1996; McGinn, 1996). Its ortho-
doxy also includes, as indicated by Mark Olsson (2004, p. 241), the opening of
borders, floating exchange rates, abolition of capital controls, liberalisation of govern-
ment policy, developing integrated private transnational systems of alliances and
establishing, within countries, central banks that ‘adopt a market-independent mone-
tary policy that is autonomous of political interference’ (ibid.). With respect to the
US, Henry A. Giroux refers to the economist William Greider who argues that neo-
liberalism proponents: 

… want to ‘roll back the twentieth century literally’ by establishing the priority of private
institutions and market identities, values and relationships as the organising principles of
public life. (Giroux, 2004, p. 107)

The foregoing are, in the main, features of one particular kind of globalisation,
often referred to as hegemonic globalisation (Dale & Robertson, 2004, p. 148). This
is not the only kind of globalisation in existence. There is also ‘counter-hegemonic’
globalisation (de Sousa Santos, in Dale and Robertson, 2004, p. 150) or ‘globalisa-
tion from below’ (Marshall, 1997). This consists of acts of resistance against the
‘tyranny of the market’ (Bourdieu, 1998), partly manifested through empirical
observations (Bourdieu, 1999), and: 

… resistance against hegemonic globalisation organised (through local/global linkages) by
movements, initiatives and NGO’s, on behalf of classes, social groups and regions victim-
ised by the unequal exchanges produced on a global scale by neo-liberal globalisation. (de
Sousa Santos in Dale and Robertson, 2004, p. 150)

This distinction ought to be born in mind in any discussion of a policy promoted
by an institution such as the EU that is not monolithic and, as we shall argue,
allows room for alternative and potentially counter-hegemonic conceptions of life-
long learning.

The EU’s involvement with lifelong learning

Murphy (1997), Field (2001, 2002) and Brine (1999), among other writers, trace the
development of the EU’s involvement in lifelong learning. Murphy (1997) traces the
origin to the publication of Education for life: a European strategy by the European
Roundtable of Industrialists. This coincided with a world scenario characterised by
the intensification of globalisation entailing mobility of both labour and capital across
different boundaries. The onset of neo-liberal policies in different spheres of life led
to education being conceived of mainly in vocational terms. In the EU’s case, educa-
tion serves as a means of bringing nations together to pool their educational infra-
structural resources. The intention is to render their societies competitive in the face
of the transnational and multinational corporations’ ability to reap the advantages of
economies of scale through the expansion of international capital mobility (Murphy,
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210 C. Borg and P. Mayo

1997, p. 363). In the Executive Summary of its document, Making the European area
of lifelong learning a reality, the Commission states: 

… the current uncertain economic climate places renewed emphasis and importance on
lifelong learning. Traditional policies and institutions are increasingly ill-equipped to
empower citizens for actively dealing with the consequences of globalisation, demographic
change, digital technology and environmental damage. (CEC, 2001, p. 3)

This language is very similar to the jargon used by the then US Undersecretary of
Education, Marshall Smith, who, in 1995, implored that schools should meet the
‘ever changing challenges of international competition and the changing workplace’
(quoted in Hursh, 2001, p. 5).

Concerns arising from the changing scenario, characterised by the intensification
of globalisation, were already reflected in the EU’s 1994 White Paper on competitive-
ness (CEC, 1994), the ‘linchpin of post-1994 economic, social, education and train-
ing policy’ (Brine, 1999, p. 83). Lifelong learning was accorded importance in this
White Paper (see Field, 2002, p. 4; Waddington, 2002, p. 160): 

Preparation for life in tomorrow’s world cannot be satisfied by a once-and-for-all acquisi-
tion of knowledge and know-how. … All measures must therefore necessarily be based on
the concept of developing, generalising and systematising lifelong learning and continuing
training (White Paper in Field, 2001, p. 10).

The 1992 European Union Treaty, better known as the Maastricht Treaty,
accorded the EU ‘partial jurisdiction over educational matters’ (Murphy, 1997,
p. 362). This amounted to, in Jackie Brine’s words (1999), a ‘ still narrowly defined
legal competency in the field of education’ (p. 53). Dale and Robertson (2002) note
that, since the mid 1990s, there has been 

… increasing emphases at all levels of the EU’s work on promoting the knowledge econ-
omy and lifelong learning, in which education is taken to be central. (Dale & Robertson,
2002, p. 28)

This period saw the White Paper on education and training, entitled Teaching and
learning. Towards the learning society (CEC, 1995). This led to the activities of 1996,
designated by the EU as the European Year of Lifelong Learning. The idea of a
‘learning society’, which was central to the lifelong education movement’s reconcep-
tualisation of education, thus became a key concept in an important EU policy docu-
ment; it has remained so ever since. As indicated earlier on, the Commission stated
that it is on the basis of the ‘conclusions’ reached during the events of the European
Year of Lifelong Learning that the Memorandum was issued in November 2000. We
now turn to a consideration of the Memorandum.

The EU Memorandum on lifelong learning: some considerations regarding 
its main themes

The Memorandum has four basic objectives, namely those of (a) active citizenship; (b)
social inclusion; (c) employability; (d) personal fulfilment.7 These Memorandum
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The EU Memorandum on lifelong learning 211

objectives emerged from the conclusions of the Heads of Member States meetings in
Lisbon and Santa Maria da Feira in 2000. They are intended to strike a balance
between the demands of a changing economy and a changing social environment.
And all this is to occur in the context of a changing global economic and demographic
scenario, involving, in the latter case, the constant mobility of labour power across
borders and not necessarily EU borders.

The Memorandum adopts, on its very first page, the following definition of lifelong
learning: 

… all purposeful learning activity, undertaken on an ongoing basis with the aim of improv-
ing knowledge, skills and competence. (CEC, 2000, p. 3)

This definition was formulated within the context of the European Employment
Strategy initiated at the Heads of State European Council held in Luxemburg in 1997
(CEC, 2000, p. 3). This definition led to concerns, voiced during the consultation
process, that too much emphasis was placed on the employment and labour market
aspects of lifelong learning (CEC, 2001, p. 9). The definition was subsequently
broadened to read thus: 

… all learning activity undertaken throughout life, with the aim of improving knowledge,
skills and competences within a personal, civic, social and or/employment-related
perspective.

The social dimension of lifelong learning was thus recognised, reflecting an appreci-
ation of the different facets of the human and collective being.

This section incorporates features and terminology that hearken back to the writ-
ings of the lifelong education movement, including the term ‘lifewide learning’ (CEC,
2000, p. 9). All this of course remains at the level of a policy document. How do these
policy formulations translate into action throughout Europe? We therefore engage in
a discussion regarding some of these actions at the European and national levels.

A critical review of ‘relevant’ action

The document entitled National actions to implement lifelong learning in Europe,
produced jointly by the Eurydice European Unit (EEU) and Cedefop, provides an
overview of action undertaken to promote lifelong education and training at the Euro-
pean level and in different European countries. This is in accordance with the Memo-
randum’s objectives. What follows is an attempt to analyse the concrete
manifestations of the discourse on lifelong learning, as showcased by this document.
In her ‘Preface’ to the document, Viviane Reding, Commissioner, Education and
Culture, is rather explicit in her belief that lifelong learning should mainly be
concerned with economic competitiveness. Reding insists that: 

If we wish educational standards in Europe to be among the best in the world, it is vital to
adjust our educational systems to the requirements of the economy and the knowledge
society. (Cedefop & Eurydice, 2001, p.5)

Reding’s view of the projects surveyed by the Eurydice–Cedefop team is that: 
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212 C. Borg and P. Mayo

… many initiatives are now moving in this direction, and that European cooperation is also
contributing to such an adjustment. (Cedefop & Eurydice, 2001, p. 5)

In general, what emerges from a detailed look at the document is that there seems to
be a marked difference between the concrete interpretation of some of the main
themes at the European level and the type of projects developed at the national level.
While the key words at the European level are labour market, employability, flexibility
and mobility, the general concern at the national level seems to be with balancing
market interests with personal and social needs. The rest of the paper builds on this
observation.

New basic skills

The concern with employability, flexibility and mobility of Europe’s human resources
is clearly manifested in the projects that address basic skills. In the summary leading
to the detailed description of the projects dealing with the above theme, the authors
remark that: 

… the structures underlying education are changing as entire curricula are reconsidered.
Whole sections of systems, if not systems themselves are undergoing thorough reform. The
result of gradually more integrated approaches is that arrangements for guidance, support
and identification of skills needed by the labour market, in cooperation with the social
partners, are highly significant aspects of curricular provision. (Cedefop & Eurydice, 2001,
p. 15)

This intimate link between educational provision and the labour market is most
explicit at the European level. For example, the Career-space project, launched by
seven major ICT companies in Europe, with the support of the European Commis-
sion, sets out to explore new ways of addressing the perceived skills gaps and
mismatch arising from the development of the knowledge society. The project
attempts to provide a framework for education and training institutions that defines
the skills and competences required by the ICT industry in Europe. Its main goals
are: 

… to attract more students into ICT courses and employment by providing attractive,
plain language profiles of the jobs, roles and opportunities in the industry today, to provide
higher education ICT curriculum designers with clear up-to-date and easily accessible
information on the skills needed by the industry and, finally, to assist governments in
developing policies to foster the growth of ICT skills in Europe. (Cedefop & Eurydice,
2001, p. 17)

While the cutting edge of the high tech sector constitutes the main concern of the
Career-space project, the aim is to redefine the needs at all levels in all sectors, as: 

… computers and ICT specialists are needed across the broad spectrum of industries and
services today. (Cedefop & Eurydice, 2001, p. 17)

The European Commission’s ‘New Strategy on Building New European Labour
Markets by 2005’ set up a high level skills and mobility taskforce, in April 2001, to: 
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The EU Memorandum on lifelong learning 213

… identify the main drivers and characteristics of the new European Labour market, with
a particular focus on skills, lifelong learning and mobility. (Cedefop & Eurydice, 2001,
p. 17)

The European Computer Driving Licence (ECDL), launched in August 1996 and
now an ICT benchmark in many countries, transcends the need for enhancing knowl-
edge and competence in the use of personal computers and common computer appli-
cations within Europe and internationally. In the document’s own words, the ECDL
provides a basic qualification which will increase: 

… the productivity of employees who use computers in their work, enabling better returns
from investments in IT. (Cedefop & Eurydice, 2001, p. 17)

The common thread that weaves through the Actions at European level, as shown
above, is the attempt by private enterprise and industry to construct a ‘skills crisis’ in
Europe rather than a ‘jobs crisis’ (Marshall, 1997, p. 59).8 This perceived gap,
coupled with a persistent call on the education community to render its operation
more relevant, is forcing public institutions to redefine their educational outcomes
and priorities in the process of curriculum design, development and implementation.
The net result of this European hysteria around ICT skills9 is an increase in public
financing of private needs in an area of human resources that is crucial to latter-day
capitalism. Private and public interests, concerns and agendas are slowly becoming
one. This particular excerpt reveals the extent to which public institutions are willing
to accommodate industry’s needs. 

A number of Member States have completely overhauled their VET systems and
replaced them with competence-based systems. Such core curricula often try to find the
right mix between general education subjects, generic skills, and specific or technical
skills for a particular occupation or job. This is seen as part of the provision of a wide
foundation for lifelong learning in initial education and training, in particular, a broad
skills base on which to develop one’s career and employability. (Cedefop & Eurydice,
2001, p. 18)

At this point, the discussion on what constitutes basic skills becomes crucial. In the
context of post-secondary, particularly vocational education, the document under-
scores the importance of the highly diffused area of ICT, which is closely associated
with moves towards the ‘information society’ and the needs of a ‘knowledge econ-
omy’. It also indicates the various models that have been proposed in Europe for the
adaptation of content and curricula. One model, the approach promoting basic,
generic and core skills (Cedefop & Eurydice, 2001, p. 31), is mainly a characteristic
of English-speaking countries; it is also seen, albeit to a lesser degree, in a number of
other countries (Denmark, Netherlands, Germany, Finland). The skills promoted
within this approach are: 

… the general elementary and/or cognitive competences required for a whole series of jobs,
indeed all jobs: mathematics, reading, writing, problem-solving, social, communication
and interpersonal competences. They are entry skills to gainful work and employment as
well as skills necessary for social participation (citizenship). (Cedefop & Eurydice, 2001,
p. 31)
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214 C. Borg and P. Mayo

The other approach, referred to, in the document, as the approach promoting
transferable (key) competences and broad professional competence (Denmark,
Germany, Italy and Austria), is based on: 

… a collection of competences transcending divisions of labour and traditional occupa-
tional profiles. The competences cited are social and communication competences, and
strategic efficiency, in particular problem-solving competences, organisational compe-
tences and leadership. (Cedefop & Eurydice, 2001, p. 31)

What is striking in both approaches is the intimation that the skills required for
success in the market economy are the same skills necessary for active citizenship.
Recall that the development of active citizenship constitutes one of the key objectives
of the Memorandum. A productive life within the economy seems to be perceived as
an integral feature of what constitutes active citizenship. This is in keeping with the
narrow definition of citizenship favoured by those Bill Williamson (1998), echoing
Robert Boguslaw, calls the ‘new utopians’ (managers, technocrats, IT specialists,
etc). Williamson argues that their vision is gaining the ascendancy, despite the fact
that he regards such a vision as having no ‘humane centre’, being a ‘systems view of
the world’. This systems view is: 

… in its unintended outcomes … corroding the whole social fabric of modern society.
(Williamson, 1998, p. 91)

The above inserts from the Cedefop–Eurydice document tend to suggest that the
educated citizen, echoing the ‘new utopian vision’, is one who can easily transfer a set
of skills from the economic to the social zone of a given public sphere. Morrow and
Torres (2000) assert that: 

To drastically overhaul educational systems on the basis of such problematic assump-
tions about the post-Fordist workplace may be in the immediate interests of many types
of employers, but it is not clear that it will effectively serve the broader interests of
society, let alone workers in general. The overall effect is to shift education toward
competence-based skills at the expense of the more fundamental forms of critical
competence required for autonomous learning and active citizenship. (Morrow & Torres,
2000, p. 47)

The transformation of education to address industry’s most updated needs is not
only evident in curricular visions and course programmes, but is also reflected in the
attempt to create more flexible and open spaces. These spaces are aimed at providing
individual learners (read: actual and/or potential workers) with opportunities to
combine production with predominantly training needs. According to this document: 

New learning environments are being promoted which encourage self-directed learning.
This will be achieved through enhanced individual learning pathways, flexibility and
modularised structures which will allow accreditation of smaller programme sequences,
thus enabling students to change track. Formulation of a personal education plan contrib-
utes to meeting individual learning needs and to developing personal competences.
(Cedefop & Eurydice, 2001, p. 18)

Once again, industry’s most pressing needs are here presented as ‘individual learn-
ing needs’. The pedagogy of self-direction is promoted as the system’s attempt to
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accommodate the individual. In essence, it is a strategy that ensures the availability of
an ‘army of workers’ that is constantly updating itself. The process of the privatisation
of the learner, financed mostly by public funds and close to market needs, is well
underway. Such a strategy could well result in the marginalisation of non market-
oriented educational provisions (Currie & Subotzky, 2000).

Human resources

The document is rather explicit in its critique of the level of investment in human
resources. It states that: 

If one compares national figures from the OECD’s report ‘Education at a glance’, over the
past ten years, one finds that no great increase in spending has taken place. (Cedefop &
Eurydice, 2001, p. 45)

Efforts to invest heavily in new areas of lifelong learning, e.g., investments in pre-
school education, have meant that other areas: 

… have experienced budgetary cuts, such as higher education and vocational training.
(Cedefop & Eurydice, 2001, p. 45)

It is clear that most governments are unable to sustain this key message on their own.
Countries are increasingly turning to employers and individuals to invest more in
education and training. As far as individuals are concerned, the document reports
under-utilisation of schemes that encourage individuals to invest in their own learn-
ing. Clearly, shifting the burden of financing education on to the individual is taxing
on many, ‘particularly those with family commitments, etc, who have to take a cut in
income’ (Cedefop & Eurydice, 2001, p. 46). On the other hand, where companies
have intervened financially, programmes are mostly competence-based and are
strictly tied to their immediate training needs.

At the European level, the four structural funds are all set to reduce the gap in living
standards between the peoples and regions of the EU. While this common mission
ought to be applauded, such funds resemble the welfare compromise within a capi-
talist context. Structural funds might alleviate the gap between ‘haves’ and ‘have nots’.
They would not contribute, however, towards eliminating the structural problems
caused by an asymmetrical and socially differentiating socio-economic system.

Dependency is another issue that is often overlooked in European circles. The
European Social Fund (ESF) constitutes the EU’s financial instrument for investing
in human resources. ESF focuses mainly on employment opportunities. In fact, the
guiding principles of ESF are employability, entrepreneurship, adaptability and equal
opportunities.

Some member states are receiving huge amounts of ESF cash for their programmes
to the extent that they have become ESF dependent. With the share of ESF expendi-
ture rising to 40% in some member states, one can refer to such funding and conse-
quent dependency as a new form of neo-colonialism. Some member states are losing
their control over large chunks of their educational programmes, as local educational
leaders have to operate within ESF parameters. The ESF is a major source of funding
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216 C. Borg and P. Mayo

for NGO’s involved in adult education that cannot depend any longer on the national
or local state institutions for financial support. Moreover, such cash tends to alienate
the very victims of the present socio-economic arrangement. The focus is mainly on
the liberal notion of ‘equal opportunities’ within a ‘meritocratic’ system rather
than on a socially just and equitable context where the notion of equal outcomes
dominates over vertical equality.

Another trend linked to this theme is that of the ‘individual learning account’.
While models differ in details, all are currently based on the idea that different part-
ners, including the state and employers, contribute to the individual’s ‘learning
account’. There is always the danger that the notion of shared responsibility,
currently being practised in the UK, the Netherlands and Sweden, could one day
follow the health and pensions’ track and become an individual rather than a shared
concern.

Innovation in teaching and learning

At the European level, educators and trainers seem to have been the prime targets of
innovation. The eLearning Initiative, for example, sets out to train European teachers
in digital technologies, thereby accelerating their networking potential. The Thematic
Network in Teacher Education (TNTE) and the Training of Trainers Network
(TTnet) constitute two examples of the digital contribution to transnational dialogues
and potential mobilisation.

At the national level, the main areas of innovation are individualised programmes
for unemployed youths (e.g., Job Factory in Austria), programmes for young people
who encounter difficulties in pursuing education at upper secondary level (e.g., indi-
vidualised programmes in Sweden), on-the-job training, vocationally-oriented upper
secondary programmes (e.g., the pilot project for advanced vocational education in
Sweden), the development of teaching and learning methods based substantially on
ICT (e.g., digital campuses in France and FAS Net College in Ireland), distance
learning for Adults (e.g. National Schools for Adults in Sweden) and huge invest-
ments in ICT in schools (e.g., National Plan for Educational Technologies in Italy
and the National Grid for Learning in the UK)

From the above list, one can easily deduce that ICT is perceived as central to inno-
vation in education and training. ICT is said to improve flexibility, independence and
access to learning. Huge efforts and money have thus been invested in connecting
people electronically and in addressing their individual needs. What emerges clearly,
from the document’s description of the projects that address key message three, is the
huge electronic divide that seems to be occurring between European countries with
high GDPs and others that lag behind. ICT is therefore not only privatising learning
but is clearly discriminating in the areas of access and development.

Valuing learning

The rhetoric informed by this theme focuses on: 
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… creating bridges and articulation between various learning pathways, enabling more
movement between work and school and vice versa, and most importantly, valuing and
making visible in terms of documentation or qualifications the results of learning taking
place in non-formal settings. (Cedefop & Eurydice, 2001, p. 94)

While the documentation and recognition of non-formal learning constitutes a
central theme of a number of national initiatives at the European level (e.g., EVC in
the Netherlands, ANEFA in Portugal and The Competence Reform Forum in
Norway), most of the efforts are directed at improving the mobility of human capital.
The homogenisation of standards, leading to a more efficient processing of qualifica-
tions, is perhaps one of the most ambitious and far reaching efforts ever undertaken
by capitalism in the area of education. Homogenisation of standards constitutes an
integral part of globalisation and of the emergence of a new policy consensus globally
within education (Lingard, 2000, p. 83). In the not too distant future, the plastic
education credit card will provide readily available proof of one’s educational and/or
vocational accumulation. Screening for employment will become a matter of minutes.

At the European level, Leonardo and Socrates programmes have financed a
number of largely ‘unsuccessful’ projects aimed at developing automated assessment
in basic skills, technical and vocational skills and key skills. The European Computer
Driving Licence (ECDL) constitutes a highly successful attempt to homogenise ICT
learning across countries. While ECDL can be described as a ‘success story’, the fact
that ECDL is limited to competences that can readily be measured in an ‘objective’
manner is indicative of the restricted nature of the whole undertaking. In the docu-
ment’s own words, the ECDL overlooks: 

… key competences such as those linked to communication, cooperation and problem-
solving. (Cedefop & Eurydice, 2001, p. 95)

The European Credit Transfer System (ECTS) is aimed at recognising academic
studies abroad. Efforts are underway to develop ECTS into a European Credit
System that allows for accumulation and transfer within a lifelong learning perspec-
tive. The Bologna Declaration refers to the establishment of a system of credits as in
the ECTS system.

Other efforts to standardise qualifications include: the certificate supplement that
is aimed at providing a standardised format for present skills and competencies
acquired by holders of a certificate; the development of a Common European CV;
and the Europass training which provides personal details as well as details regarding
training.

Education and the community

The adoption of this theme, particularly through the concept of ‘learning regions,’
entails a strategy of reaching out to stakeholders within the community and working
with them on tailor-made learning approaches in their own environment. Initiatives
have taken various forms and shapes. In Italy, ‘all the recent reforms seek to build a
closer relationship between schools and the community’ (Cedefop & Eurydice, 2001,
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218 C. Borg and P. Mayo

p. 134). In the UK, the National Neighbourhood Renewal Strategy—A National
Strategy Action Plan aims at stopping the decline in the country’s poorest regions.
Other initiatives are taking the shape of economic-oriented partnerships (e.g.,
regional agents in the Netherlands and Skillsnets in the UK). There are also local
initiatives with social objectives (e.g., Building Learning Communities in the Basque
Region and Mission Locales in France).

Such strategies, while genuinely predicated on the idea that community-oriented
initiatives address the real needs of community members, tend to assume that people
with competing interests can override their differences and work together. Commu-
nity workers know only too well that this is neither always possible nor always desir-
able. In certain situations, particularly where power relationships are asymmetrical,
consensus often militates against the interests of marginalised groups.

Conclusion

The EU Memorandum on lifelong learning and a number of projects it inspired indicate,
in no uncertain terms, the extent of the distortion that has occurred with respect to
the once humanistic concept of lifelong education as propounded by the movement
of writers discussed earlier. Some of the humanistic considerations, together with
those of other writers, were co-opted in the service of a document seeking to provide
a humanistic facade to what is, in effect, a neo-liberal inspired set of guidelines. The
humanistic facade indicates that, with respect to EU policy making: 

… many ideas are possible in principle and float around in a ‘policy soup’ in which
specialists try out their ideas in a variety of ways. (Kingdon, cited in Richardson, 2001,
p. 18)

The ‘policy’ or ‘primeval’ soup, however, has one predominant compound, that of
neo-liberalism, which is brought about by the ‘proposals that survive to the status of
serious consideration’, proposals that: 

… meet several criteria, including their technical feasibility, their fit with dominant values
… their budgetary workability, and the political support or opposition they might
experience. (Kingdon, cited in Richardson, 2001, p. 18)

The neo-liberal set of guidelines, contained in the Memorandum, serves to heighten
the member countries’ and candidate countries’ competititvity in a scenario charac-
terised by the intensification of globalisation. As far as the concept of lifelong learn-
ing is concerned, we would argue that the old wine has been placed in new bottles,
but has been adulterated in the process. Is this yet another example of capitalism’s
dynamism being reflected in its ability to appropriate a potentially oppositional
discourse?

One immediate response to this question would be to point out that the underlying
liberal notions of some of the ‘old’ literature related to lifelong education, bereft, in a
number of works, of a collective dimension, with an individualistic emphasis on ‘self-
directed learning’, paved the way for this distortion and neo-liberalisation of the
concept, as propounded in the EU Memorandum.
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This notwithstanding, there are resources and spaces of hope.10 No hegemonic
arrangement is ever complete and there can be spaces within the interstices of organ-
isations that allow possibilities for counter-hegemonic work. The EU is no exception.
Like all institutions, it is not monolithic and its processes of policy making are quite
complex.

Lobbyists of different stripe engage in ‘venue shopping’ as they pursue different
avenues for policy making, within the EU, to get their ideas across. For instance, as
Sonia Mazey and Jeremy Richardson point out, when: 

… groups fail to gain satisfaction at the national level, the Commission, the EP11 or Coun-
cil of Ministers, they have the option—albeit a costly one—of bringing cases … before the
Court.12 (Mazey & Richardson, 2001, p. 231)

The two authors indicate how groups in connection with ‘old’ (trade unions) and
‘new’ social movements (women’s and environmental groups) have been successful
in securing favourable ECJ decisions that have conditioned policy change (ibid.). It
is conceivable that similar lobbyists within the educational field can condition the
language of EU policy documents including those on lifelong learning. These lobby-
ists would include humanist-oriented education ‘experts’ within various EU
‘epistemic communities’, including working groups in connection with various
‘actions’, as well as groups sounded out during the consultation process. They could
well strike a blow for those aspiring to an alternative conception of lifelong learning,
one that retains a humanistic core. These lobbyists can operate at different venues
and stages of policy-making, including the consultation process itself. Recall that the
Memorandum’s definition of lifelong learning was modified in the document, Making
the European area of lifelong learning a reality (CEC, 2001). This was the result of a
negative reaction, during the consultation process, to the Memorandum’s strong
vocationally oriented definition of lifelong learning.

As for the old UNESCO related lifelong education movement, we have also shown
that, for all the individualistic strains of much of its literature, it was quite variegated.
There were dissenting leftwing voices (see Suchodolski, 1976; Gelpi, 2002) providing
insights and visions of humanity that project an expansive view of people with a range
of subjectivities extending beyond the production–consumption nexus. Theirs is the
kind of vision called for by Williamson (1998). The concerns manifested by the
dissenting voices within the old UNESCO literature continue to be expressed at
meetings held by the same organisation. During the Fiftieth meeting of the Council of
the International Bureau of Education, several participants reacted to the presentation
of the OECD’s possible scenarios for education in the twenty-first century by
referring to the league-tables that are dotting the international education landscape.
In the view of a significant number of participants at the meeting: 

The convivial quality of education should not be subordinate to its instrumental quality.
In this view, a country’s quality of education, for example, would not be defined … by the
place it has achieved in tests evaluating quantifiable results that are comparable in
contents, values and instrumental skills, but by the way in which that education contrib-
utes to guarantee peace, life in common and social cohesion. (IBE, 2004, p. 184)
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When allied with the insights of authors who stress the collective dimension of a
transformative education and citizenship, some of which Brine (1999, p. 152) and
others find in the radical tradition of adult education (see, for example, literature in
connection with NALL, PEN and similar networks13), this section of the ‘old’ liter-
ature can make a useful contribution to the development of an alternative and eman-
cipatory conception of lifelong learning. This is the sort of conceptualisation that
places emphasis on social actors working and learning collectively in specific local
sites and across international boundaries. They would articulate their local experi-
ences with those of larger international movements (they can avail themselves of
electronic networking, EU funded mobility programmes and meetings, etc) to
partake of and contribute to the second and more edifying type of globalisation
mentioned earlier in the paper.
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Notes

1. Council Conclusions of 20 December 1996 on a strategy for lifelong learning (97/C 7/02).
2. The general rhetoric concerning lifelong learning does not necessarily translate, in practical

terms, into adequately funded initiatives and appropriate structures outside the domain of
schooling as several persons would point out with respect to various countries and regions
of the world. See, for instance, Schugurensky (2001) with respect to Latin America and
adult education policy making there (p. 528) and the contributions of several participants at
a 2002 conference on adult education in the East Mediterranean with respect to the situa-
tion obtaining in their countries (Mayo, 2002, p. 126; Medic, 2003, p. 70, Nikolovska,
2003, p. 57).

3. Tuijnman and Boström (2002) provide a comprehensive account of UNESCO’s promotion of
this concept, giving importance to the role UNESCO’s Institute of Education in Hamburg and
its academic journal, the International Review of Education, played in the relevant debates on the
subject.
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4. Wain refers to an alternative model of the learning society proposed by those members of
the second wave of ‘pragmatist’ writers who ‘are ready to reverse all these tendencies, to
take different societies as they are’ and who ‘are thus ready to argue that there is not any
one model of such a society that can be universally imposed, and that the shape any “learn-
ing society” will take depends upon an ongoing dialectical relationship between the ideologi-
cal, economic, cultural, educational features that it already has …’ (Wain, 1987, p. 230).
Wain includes Gelpi among those who favour a pragmatist approach to lifelong education: a
historical and comparative approach with the emphasis being placed less on this concept’s
future possibilities and more on the actual present day reality of lifelong education (Wain,
2004a, p. 19).

5. Maybe Joan Bofill’s (1985) notion of education as participation, conceived of within the
context of communal participation in a region emerging from a recent history of totalitarianism
and cultural suppression (Catalonia in the immediate post-Franco years) also comes close to
this conception of directivity in learning.

6. International guidelines for a market economy were introduced in Chile in 1975, with most of
the influential members of the relevant ministry having been products of the University of
Chicago (they were referred to as the ‘Chicago boys’) and having been strongly influenced by
the ideas of Milton Freidman (Quiroz Martin, 1997, p. 39).

7. It adds an important element (active citizenship) to the 1995 paper (CEC, 1995) which had
stressed objectives (b), (c) and (d) when focusing ‘primarily, but not unproblematically, on the
individual’ (Brine, 1999, p. 85).

8. See Livingstone (1999b, 2004) for Canadian data that lend credence to this argument and
contradict the claims of those celebrating the arrival of the ‘knowledge based economy’.
Citing a report by Lavoie and Roy (1998), he argues that ‘In spite of fairly rapid growth
over this period, knowledge workers still made up less than 10% of the labour force in
1996. While details of this occupational classification may be disputed, it is clear that the
vast majority of the Canadian labour force continued to be employed in jobs that require
fairly routinised transmission of data, processing of goods or provision of personal services’
(Livingstone, 2004, p. 8). He argues that while a learning society exists and that there is
compelling empirical evidence to support this view, this is not matched by the necessary
related economic reforms ‘that address basic dimensions of work reform, including the redis-
tribution of paid work time to reduce current polarisation and the democratisation of paid work
to give more workers’ greater opportunities to apply their extensive acquired knowledge …’
(Livingstone, 2004, p. 19).

9. We subscribe to the view that excessive use of ICT in education can continue to render learning
an isolated and individualistic activity. It can diminish the element of human interaction
between teacher and taught, regarded as key to a dynamic learning process, one in which
knowledge is created and recreated through co-investigation between educators and learners.
In the words of Morrow and Torres (2000): ‘But there are also some important arguments that
call into question such developments: the cognitive limitations of electronic delivery and
computer-based systems of information retrieval based on fragmentation of knowledge; the loss
of the critical, reflective side of education in a context driven by individualised packaging and
marketing of skills; the contribution of global education to the further breakdown of local
communities and educational systems; and the role of global education as part of a broader
process of cultural invasion, especially from the developed to the underdeveloped parts of the
world’ (p. 43).

10. The terms naturally derive from Williams (1989) and Harvey (2000).
11. European Parliament.
12. The European Court of Justice (ECJ).
13. The web site for the Ontario directed project, NALL (New approaches to lifelong learning),

directed by David W. Livingstone of the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education/
University of Toronto, is at www.nall.ca. The web site for PEN (Popular education network),
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coordinated by a group of scholars/activists from the University of Edinburgh, is at
www.neskes.net/pen.
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