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Race matters in teaching about international social policy and 

protection 
Lata Narayanaswamy, University of Leeds, UK 

 

Abstract 

The place of race and social divisions of ethnicity have been a (limited) part of comparative 

social policy research for some time, and there is more to be done in incorporating race as a 

central dimension in teaching about the emergence, design, delivery, impact and outcomes 

of welfare states and social policy. This chapter will explore how a lens of coloniality might 

help us to think in more nuanced ways about social policy and protection. Drawing on the 

experience of teaching at the intersection between social policy/protection and 

international development, the analysis will highlight why reflecting critically on race and 

racial justice is crucial to understanding how we conceptualise social policy. The chapter will 

consider different pedagogical approaches that support these more nuanced 

conceptualisations that bring social policy and intersectional difference into dialogue, with a 

particular emphasis on racialised differences in the composition and delivery of social 

protection.  

Keywords: race, social protection, intersectionality, inequality, immersive pedagogy, role-

play 

 

Introduction 

Understanding and interrogating the ways in which human societies meet basic human 

needs form the core of pedagogical approaches to the study of social policy and social 

protection (as it is more commonly referred to in the context of global development 

discourse and practice: see for example Hanlon et al. 2010; Devereaux & Sabates Wheeler, 

20014). According to the UK’s social policy association (SPA), social policy’s ‘fundamental 

concerns are about human need, social justice, and individual and collective wellbeing’.1 

Human need may be understood in terms of self-actualisation and human motivation 

(Maslow, 1943) or about whether we as humans merely survive or strive to ‘flourish’ (Dean, 
2010: 9). What all mainstream approaches have in common is the tendency – which we see 

reflected in global goals such as the 2015 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) – to take 

as the starting point a universal human subject, the idea that there is some essential 

humanity to which our understanding of basic needs might be reduced (see Telleria, 2021).  

So who counts in the distribution of social policy/protection resources? In teaching that 

addresses social policy or social protection, centring intersectional understandings of the 

 
1 https://social-policy.org.uk/  

https://social-policy.org.uk/
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origins and consequences of policy choices in relation to human need and well-being is 

crucial. There is no singular ‘human’ to which all policy might apply, nor is the notion of 

welfare value neutral. Indeed, Richard Titmuss (1974: 4), a key theorist in the British social 

policy cannon, has asked ‘whose social policy?’, going on to note that we must avoid 
investing social policy with a ‘halo of altruism’, concluding that ‘what is “welfare” for some 
groups may be “illfare” for others’. 

Racial difference is one variable through which contestation over the distribution of 

resources operates. We can identify how the systems that distribute resources are not value 

neutral, but instead interact with systems of oppression. In teaching about the roles of 

various stakeholders in ensuring well-being, we must open up the possibility of critiques 

that are attendant to these differences and their effects. This chapter will explore how a 

lens of coloniality might help us to think in more nuanced ways about social policy and 

protection. The analysis will begin by highlighting what is meant by ‘decolonisation’ in the 

context of education, and how this lens helps us to be attentive to race and racial justice in 

how we conceptualise social policy, drawing out two related dimensions. The first is that 

race shapes elementally who is even considered to be ‘human’ in the first place in relation 
to needs, social justice and well-being. The second and related dimension is how this has 

affected our understanding of resource distribution for social protection both in the colonial 

centre and its historical and contemporary peripheries i.e., that space we call 

‘development’. The chapter will then move on to consider different pedagogical approaches 

that support these more nuanced conceptualisations that bring social policy and 

intersectional difference into dialogue, with a particular emphasis on racialised differences 

in the composition and delivery of social protection.  

 

What do we mean by ‘decolonisation’ and what does it have to do with education? 

 

There is no one definition of ‘decolonisation’. Whilst its early usage was meant to refer 
simply to the process of former colonies becoming independent, ‘[d]ecolonisation is now 
used to talk about restorative justice through cultural, psychological and economic freedom’ 
(O’Dowd & Heckenberg, 2020). This notion of restorative justice is crucial for those activists 

committed to redressing colonial harm in settler societies. For activists in countries where 

colonisers violently displaced indigenous populations in order to appropriate and ‘settle’ on 
the land over 400 years, including all of the Americas and Australia, discussions around 

‘decolonisation’ must start with the theft of this land and associated erasure of identity that 
this theft represents (Tuck and Yang, 2012; see also Narayanaswamy et al., 2021).  

When we teach something called ‘social policy’, we do not do so in a vacuum, outside of 
these considerations. The role of education and associated institutions have also been 

brought into sharper relief, not only as potential beneficiaries of slave ownership and 

empire, but also as central to narrowing the ways in which we understand the world (see 

Vadasaria & Perugini, 2021). Indeed, it would be naïve to presume education systems exist 
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outside the social, political, and economic systems in which they are designed and 

delivered. Drawing on the work of Amadiume (2000) and Kothari (2005), I have argued 

elsewhere that during the period of empire education ‘was not about redistributing power 
but was instead meant to “civilise” populations in the imperial colonies through 
interventions promoted by organisations linked to either the church or the monarch’ 
(Narayanaswamy, 2017: 5). 

With Europe as the centre of the ‘modern’ universe, the ‘University knowledge system’ that 
was ‘created some 500 to 550 years ago in Europe by white male scientists’ became the 
ultimate arbiter of the ‘bounds’ of ‘civilised’ ideas and ‘grammars’ (Hall and Tandon, 2017: 

7). Campaigns such as #WhyisMyCurriculumWhite have sought to raise concerns about the 

continuation of this historical tendency of teaching and research across the sciences, social 

sciences and humanities to privilege a narrow set of ideas that were, and continue to be, 

those formulated predominantly by White, largely upper-class men (Peters, 2018).  

Curricular approaches that focus narrowly on a received set of ‘wisdom’, decolonial activists 
argue, do not do justice to the diversity of people and associated knowledges that shape 

everyday lives the world over. Furthermore, there is rarely if ever any acknowledgment of 

how not only resources, such as minerals, flora and fauna, but indigenous knowledges about 

these resources, were simultaneously both extracted and erased, including by academicians, 

as part of the colonial enterprise (Scheibinger, 2017). Universities were, and continue to be, 

the bedrock of a knowledge system that both facilitates, reinscribes and vigorously defends 

this erasure as part of its claim to ‘objectivity’ and ‘academic rigour’ (Dunford, 2017): ‘Those 

within the walls became knowers; those outside the walls became non-knowers’ (Hall and 

Tandon, 2017: 8; my emphasis). Taken together, considerations of coloniality offer a direct 

challenge to the way we understand curricula and their contribution to knowledge in HE. It 

is therefore more important still for us as teachers and researchers of social policy to 

understand how that same coloniality has huge implications for how resources are 

distributed for, and who is considered worthy of, social protection. 

 

 

Who is allowed to be considered ‘human’ and on what terms?  

 

The violent construction of race, developed to justify the enslavement of darker-skinned 

bodies, disproportionately those from the continent of Africa, both created but also justified 

ongoing colonial conquest (Narayanaswamy et al., 2021), embedding a racial hierarchy that, 

as Mills (1997: 1-3) highlights so eloquently, placed ‘whiteness’ at the top:  

Ironically, the most important political system of recent global history – the 

system of domination by which white people have historically ruled over and, in 

certain important ways, continue to rule over nonwhite people – is not seen as a 

political system at all. It is just taken for granted; it is the background against 

which other systems, which we are to see as political, are highlighted … What is 
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needed, in other words, is a recognition that racism (or, as I will argue, global 

white supremacy) is itself a political system, a particular power structure of 

formal or informal rule, socioeconomic privilege, and norms for the differential 

distribution of material wealth and opportunities, benefits and burdens, rights 

and duties. 

As Mills emphasises, this construction of race, underpinned by the ideology of white 

supremacy, continues to inform the distribution of power and wealth, determine class and 

citizenship status and impact life outcomes in a diversity of contexts. We may contrast this 

‘relative’ humanity for some against a ‘universality’ that operates at the global level in goals 
such as the SDGs: 

… the ontological structure of the UN's agenda creates an essentialist and 
teleological understanding of history that privileges universality – unity – at 

the expense of diversity… an inherently ethnocentric understanding of 
global issues (Telleria, 2021: 607). 

Presuming the existence of a universal or neutral recipient of a particular form of protection 

or (re)distribution invisibilises racialised dynamics that render darker-skinned bodies as 

unequal in how they might seek out, or access any kind of communal support (see 

Narayanaswamy, forthcoming). 

Its worth noting here that identifying differentiated need against universalising tendencies is 

not necessarily new. Feminist interventions into the realm of social policy have, for instance, 

highlighted the tendency for social protection systems to rely on ‘dominant normative 

assumptions about gender difference, with breadwinning prescribed for men and 

caring/homemaking for women’ (Cook and Razavi, 2012: 15). Similar norms about racial 

difference, which as Mills argues are largely invisibilised, may offer a partial explanation for 

the absence of race as a key dimension of how we conceptualise welfare states in the Global 

North and the discipline of social policy more broadly. Emerging as a key focus of enquiry in 

the last 15 years, this is a growing area of scholarship, with a recent special issue of the 

journal Social Policy & Society offering a range of contributions on ‘“Race”, Learning and 

Teaching in Social Policy in Higher Education’ (Cole, Craig and Ali, 2022). Whilst coloniality is 

frequently a key referent in these spaces, the point of departure for the present analysis is 

two-fold. The first, extending contentions put forth in this volume in Chapters 2, 5 and 6 

that global and comparative social policy has a tendency to be Western-centric, with a 

disproportionate focus in particular on G7 countries, this analysis reflects on how the 

invisibilisation of race in social policy/protection must be understood as part of what 

Shilliam (2018: 6) suggests are ‘the concerns’ of ‘elite actors’ to preserve ‘the integrity of 

Britain’s imperial – then postcolonial – order’, where the G7 still represents a 

(post/neo)colonial centre. Secondly, attempts to preserve this ‘integrity’ have ramifications 

for how we conceptualise social policy/protection; I would argue we can extend to the 

global level Shilliam’s (2018: 4) contention that the lens of race helps us to reveal ‘shifting 
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distinctions between those considered deserving and undeserving of an acceptable level of 

social security and welfare’. Interrogating whose humanity does and does not count in the 

‘postcolonial order’ affects the (re)distribution of social protection resources. This is not just 

a matter for Social Policy, but also extends to how we conceptualise notions of 

‘development’, which Ziai (2017: 67) argues should be more ‘precise[ly] … described as the 
explanation and amelioration of global social inequality’. Widening the lens to consider 

(de)coloniality, race and intersectional difference in our teaching of social policy/protection 

is thus crucial to the advancement of the discipline.  

 

Race, intersectionality and ‘relative’ humanity 

 

What then does an intersectional analysis offer us in terms of pedagogies to support more 

nuanced insights into social policy and protection? As noted above, the idea of 

differentiated need is not new. Crenshaw’s (1989) idea of ‘intersectionality’ is helpful, 
however, both as a theoretical as well as pedagogical tool. Elements of identity do not exist 

separately but, Crenshaw (1989) argues, are intertwined and co-constitutive; I am unable to 

separate my gender from my race or my religion or my sexuality. Nor is this about 

identifying a cumulative burden; rather it is the ways in which our co-constituted identities 

exist simultaneously within us that in turn shapes our lived realities, which may 

simultaneously produce both inclusion and exclusion. If I take myself as an example: I live in 

a darker-skinned body that is considered minoritized in the UK, which may be a source of 

certain types of exclusion, but am also an academic with a permanent post in an elite 

university, which may also form the basis of particular types of inclusion. Where social 

protection may be geared towards tackling inequalities, intersectional analyses support 

more nuanced conceptualisation of the challenges different groups or stakeholders may 

encounter: 

No one, is just poor, or just working class, or just a woman or just a disabled 

person. There is also no hierarchy of inequality, where some forms of inequality 

‘trump’ others. Each person experiences a combination of inequalities 
differently, and these will shape how each person responds in different 

situations (Porter, 2018).  

We can use an intersectional and a colonial lens to interrogate how we conceptualise health 

– widely understood as a key form of social protection – bringing to life the question of the 

‘relative’ humanity of some bodies over others.  

A historical lens can reveal that unequal access to health is inextricably linked to colonialism 

and the gendered, racialised hierarchies it seeded. Eugenics, or ‘race science’, undertaken 

by academics such as Francis Galton, was ostensibly health research attempting to use 

‘selective breeding to create optimal humans’, but in reality provided post-hoc justifications 

for the racial differences used to justify slavery (see Narayanaswamy et al., 2021). Unethical 

medical experimentation for treating illnesses such as smallpox were also undertaken in 
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both the colonial centre and periphery on the bodies not just of slaves, but also the urban 

poor, hospital patients and orphans (who may also have been darker-skinned) (Scheibinger, 

2017). Advances made in gynaecology in the 19th century also illustrate the overlap of 

colonial gender and racial norms. James Marion Sims, frequently lauded as the ‘Father of 

American Gynecology’, used the bodies of enslaved Black women to treat conditions 

brought on by obstetric trauma, but where Black women’s bodies were presumed not to 

feel pain in the same way as White women’s bodies (Cooper Owens, 2017: 2-3). In short, the 

bodies of the poor and enslaved, both in the West and in the colonies were seen as 

disposable: human enough for experimentation on their bodies to have value, not human 

enough to be worthy of any ethical considerations.  

Nor did this sub-human experimentation end with the abolishment of slavery or empire. 

There are two studies worth considering, both explained and analysed in some depth by 

Paul and Brookes (2105) and from where I have drawn the following summary of key details. 

The Tuskegee study of men with untreated syphilis was undertaken in 1932; Black men were 

left untreated without their consent to understand whether the disease progressed 

differently in racialised bodies. A second study in New Zealand in 1966 also raises similar 

concerns around ethics and ‘relative’ humanity: a gynecologist was attempting to 

demonstrate that untreated carcinoma in situ of the cervix would not lead to cancer, so 

simply withheld treatment. Paul and Brookes (2105) note that research participants in both 

studies were relatively powerless within the health system, revealing a continuity rather 

than a break with the colonial gendered and racial hierarchies discussed above, despite the 

formal/legal end of slavery and European empire. 

Understanding these colonial legacies in turn sheds new light on the continuities we may 

observe in relation to unequal access to health and health systems today. Jean-Paul Mira, 

head of the intensive care unit at the Cochin Hospital in Paris, said at the beginning of the 

COVID-19 pandemic in April 2020: 

If I can be provocative, shouldn't we be doing this study in Africa, where there 

are no masks, no treatments, no resuscitation? A bit like as it is done 

elsewhere for some studies on Aids. In prostitutes, we try things because we 

know that they are highly exposed and that they do not protect themselves.2 

Mira was, quite rightly, accused of racism and subsequently apologised, but the outrage his 

comments generated reflect a world view that presumes our starting point is a sense of 

shared, universal humanity. When we bring a historical, colonial lens on to these outrages, 

however, we observe that his statement reflects the same dynamics described above:  

homogenised ‘African’, racialised, gendered others whose bodies can be exploited for 

medical experimentation to support health innovations for, in this case, wealthier Western 

populations to tackle COVID-19. Similarly, advocacy has picked up momentum around the 

fact that maternal health outcomes for Black women in the UK are poorer than the UK 

 
2 www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-52151722  

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-52151722
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average3. Again, when put into historical context, we can see that women’s claims4 and, as 

noted, black women’s claims in particular, around how pain is experienced are not taken 
sufficiently seriously, a challenge that has a clear historical, colonial antecedent. 

The ‘relative’ humanity of gendered and racialised bodies over the ages that these brief 

examples of health innovation have helped to illustrate provide a further lens through which 

to understand the differential entitlements to social protection that exist from a global, 

comparative perspective.  

 

Understanding racism and social protection in the colonial metropole 

 

As noted earlier, other chapters in this volume make clear that even at the global level, 

international comparative social policy tends disproportionately to focus on the different 

welfare states of the world’s wealthiest or so-called developed countries. An analysis of the 

British welfare state provides insights into the ways in which race shapes the ‘relative’ 
humanity of some bodies over others within the colonial metropole, alongside the gendered 

expectations that become associated with the preservation of these hierarchies.  

The ambition historically of British social policy, as encapsulated in Beveridge’s articulation 

of ‘five giants’, or social ills that must be vanquished, is a comprehensive vision for a cradle-

to-grave welfare state that sets a key benchmark for how to both conceptualise and 

implement universal social protection. Whilst Beveridge’s five giants identify important 
dimensions of social protection, whom he considered to be worthy of such protection is 

often given less attention. Race and racism play an important role in the dynamics of the 

history of Britain’s welfare state, and despite principles of ‘universality’ built into, amongst 
other inspirations, Beveridge’s report, colonialism and thus who was considered within the 
purview of the state’s intervention/citizenship is, as we will now explore, overtly racialised.  

So who is the welfare state for and what function, ideally, would it serve? An intersectional 

lens on to Beveridge’s landmark report itself offers some clues into the ways in which he 

puts gender and racial norms in service of an idealised nation: 

The attitude of the housewife to gainful employment outside the home is not 

and should not be the same as that of the single woman. She has other duties 

… In the next thirty years housewives as Mothers have vital work to do in 
ensuring the adequate continuance of the British Race and of British ideals in 

the world’ (Beveridge, 1942: paras 114,117; pp. 51 and 52; my emphasis) 

 
3 www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2020/oct/02/something-has-to-be-done-tackling-the-uks-black-

maternal-health-problem  
4 www.bbc.com/future/article/20180518-the-inequality-in-how-women-are-treated-for-pain  

http://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2020/oct/02/something-has-to-be-done-tackling-the-uks-black-maternal-health-problem
http://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2020/oct/02/something-has-to-be-done-tackling-the-uks-black-maternal-health-problem
http://www.bbc.com/future/article/20180518-the-inequality-in-how-women-are-treated-for-pain
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Shilliam (2018: 75) further triangulates these two passages with Beveridge’s other 
writings and speeches, arguing that Beveridge’s calls to ‘pursue universal insurance 
and welfare must be contextualized within the late nineteenth-century imperial 

division between Anglo-Saxon family and colonial subject’. Drawing out the 

emphasis on the ‘continuance of the British Race’, Shilliam also notes Beveridge’s 
concern that ‘at its “present rate of reproduction” the race could not continue 
(Shilliam, 2018: 75, citing Beveridge, 1943: 150), hence the call to ‘Mothers’ to 
prioritise the preservation of the 'British race'. This focus on the endurance of 

‘Britishness’ in racialised terms and the ‘preservation of empire’, Shilliam (2018: 75) 

argues, rests at the heart of ‘universal provision of social insurance and welfare in 
Britain’. In reflecting on Shilliam’s book, Salem (2018) also draws our attention to 
the irony of this position, insofar as what quickly became clear with the advent of 

Britain’s welfare state was that: ‘It was primarily Black and Asian labour that was 
channelled into low-skill sectors, and occupations servicing the welfare state—most 

prominently the NHS—drew on the colonies for labourers to do low-grade work’. 

Nor could we argue that, as colonial subjects on the cusp of independence (as much of 

Empire was poised to be at the time that Beveridge’s report was published in 1942), that a 

‘contributory’ principle might preclude the inclusion of colonial subjects into the category of 

‘universal’ insurance of the colonial centre. This, as Bhambra (2022) notes, does not 

adequately reflect the wealth that Britain, as a post-imperial nation (by the time the welfare 

state was established in 1948), had in fact relied heavily on the extraction of taxes, duties 

and other monies from colonial subjects who then had no claim on the welfare state their 

contributions had substantially funded.  

 

Understanding racism and social protection in the colonial peripheries/development 

 

Through an analysis of the British welfare state we are able to identify the persistence of 

racial hierarchies and who is, in reality, considered to be a part of a ‘universal’ category for 

the purposes of welfare provision. This section builds on the analysis by Noyoo in Chapter 5 

who helpfully lays out both the disciplinary antecedents of ‘social policy’ as well as its limits 
in terms of how we widen the field itself, notably to take account of welfare worlds beyond 

the North or the West. Noyoo’s contribution is notable in highlighting explicitly the 

racialised social policy conurbations that afforded European settlers a much higher standard 

of living than even their counterparts in various colonial metropoles, where social policy was 

explicitly designed and directed at ensuring a much higher standard of living and well-being 

than domestic, darker-skinner (former) colonial subjects, with the result that ‘the standard 
of living of European settlers in … [now South] Africa was much higher than in Europe 

because of such exclusive and racially-based welfare states’ (Noyoo, this volume, p.x). 
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Given this particular history of racialised difference that shaped access to entitlements in 

the colonial periphery, in the context of development or the (post)colonial peripheries, we 

can draw out two distinct but related ways that coloniality manifests in how social 

protection is now conceptualised. The first is that (post)coloniality shapes the imaginary of 

what is and is not possible in relation to resource (re)distribution, due to path dependencies 

emerging out of colonial histories, including those shared by Noyoo, that are also tied up 

with ideas of ‘development’. The second and related point is that, whilst the trajectories 

themselves are diverse across what we call ‘developing’ countries, the ambitions for social 

protection in development do not match those of the universal, cradle-to-grave welfare 

states of the ‘developed’ West.  

Meeting basic human needs has, for many decades, been at the heart of how we 

conceptualise the purpose and function of international development, and the SDGs are 

heavily invested in those areas of social policy – such as health, education, childcare and 

pensions to name a few – as key to achieving ‘sustainable development’. As Copestake 

(2015) notes in a Special Issue of the Journal of International and Comparative Social Policy, 

there is considerable overlap between the two disciplines and much to be gained by 

combining these inquiries. Both development and social policy agree that there are ‘social 
problems’ and ‘social risks’ that affect individuals, families and communities, whether these 
are caused by market failures, conflict, natural disasters, human failure or some 

combination of these. And both disciplines agree that some form of external intervention 

(by states, philanthropists, private individuals, civil society, business) is invariably necessary 

to address these concerns. Indeed, the SDGs would suggest a convergence around a set of 

ambitious global targets that are unlikely to be achieved without social policy/protection in 

both developed and developing country contexts: ‘There is a growing consensus around the 
view that social protection constitutes an effective response to poverty and vulnerability in 

developing countries, and an essential component of economic and social development 

strategies’ (Barrientos and Hulme, 2009: 439). As de Haan (2013; 15) reminds us, ‘social 

policies show a great deal of path dependence and are closely intertwined with national 

histories, ideologies and models of citizenship and inclusion’. Given this tendency, 

(post)colonial peripheries that we are now calling developing countries will inevitably have 

different trajectories and associated legacies that will affect the nature of any social 

protection offered given challenges created by, for instance, rural/urban divides, 

demographic pressures (including different age/population profiles), unique disease 

burdens, diverse colonial legacies and differential challenges posed by climate change (see 

Gough, 1999).  

The question of how developing countries respond to human needs is also shaped, 

however, by an idea of ‘development’ that takes as its starting point a clear divergence 

between a wealthy, civilized ‘developed’ world consisting of Europe, Canada, the US and 

Australia, and a relatively backward, under-developed world made up of former colonial 

possessions struggling to meet even basic human needs (see Narayanaswamy, 2021; 
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Narayanaswamy (a), forthcoming). Here again it is helpful to highlight Noyoo’s well-taken 

point in this volume that ‘the teaching of social policy at African universities has been 
captured by the “social protection agenda” which seeks to reduce social policy analysis to 
mostly an appraisal of social cash transfers’ (Noyoo, this volume, p.x).  

Given the path dependencies and associations with both backwardness and basic needs, I 

would extend Noyoo’s argument to suggest that this tendency to speak in terms of 

‘protection’ and isolated instruments such as cash transfers versus more integrated social 

policies is itself rooted in a less ambitious interpretation of how human needs are to be met 

in so-called developing countries. The literature is clear that social policy in Western states, 

broadly conceived, represent at least in part a continuous dialogue about how welfare 

states iron out the exigencies, excesses and undesirable outcomes of the function of 

markets in order to optimally balance the needs of people and the needs of capital in the 

collective interest of society (see Farnsworth, 2012). Comprehensive welfare states have, 

particularly in the post-war period, aspired to strengthen individual and collective capacity 

to contribute to wider goals of growth or life expectancy, alongside securing safety nets to 

avoid abject poverty or destitution associated with early industrialisation (Gough, 1979).  

The establishment of social protection approaches in developing countries, by contrast, 

suggests a frame designed to address key vulnerabilities and basic human needs, lacking the 

ambition of a more holistic welfare state. Social protection in development has consisted of 

a focus on ‘safety nets’ as a key poverty alleviation strategy, itself conceived as ‘minimalist 

social assistance in countries too poor and administratively weak to introduce 

comprehensive social welfare programmes’ (Devereaux & Sabates-Wheeler, 2004: 1). Carter 

et al. (2019: 5) summarise prevailing definitions that draw on the work of Devereaux and 

Sabates-Wheeler (2004) to define social protection as ‘concerned with protecting and 

helping those who are poor, vulnerable, marginalised or dealing with risks’. In setting out 

this definition they highlight explicitly that this focus on risk, vulnerability and 

marginalisation is ‘in line with usage in international development [and] may be different 

from social policy definitions in high-income countries’ (Carter et al., 2019: 5).  

And indeed, we can see how social protection ambitions are distinct from wealthier, 

‘developed’ welfare states approaches. The Social Protection Floor Recommendation R202, 

20125 (SPF) encapsulates this tendency, emerging out of a wide-ranging dialogue across a 

diversity of stakeholders to establish new norms for global social policy and governance (see 

Deacon, 2013). Whilst a consensus at the global level around the form and function of social 

protection is undoubtedly an achievement, the focus on vulnerabilities for those who are 

unable to work, using the language of ‘floors’ and ‘basic society security guarantees’ to 
avoid ‘poverty, vulnerability and social exclusion’ reiterate the less ambitious form of 

protection on offer for so-called developing countries.6 The World Bank, who was also a 

 
5 www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P12100_INSTRUMENT_ID:3065524  
6 www.ilo.org/secsoc/areas-of-work/policy-development-and-applied-research/social-protection-floor/lang--

en/index.htm  

http://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P12100_INSTRUMENT_ID:3065524
http://www.ilo.org/secsoc/areas-of-work/policy-development-and-applied-research/social-protection-floor/lang--en/index.htm
http://www.ilo.org/secsoc/areas-of-work/policy-development-and-applied-research/social-protection-floor/lang--en/index.htm
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stakeholder in the SPF negotiations, similarly suggests that ‘social protection systems help 

the poor and vulnerable cope with crises and shocks’, where otherwise the focus is health 

and education to help people back into work.7  

What these definitions allude to is that the ambition for social protection may be 

constrained for reasons of affordability in the (post)colonial periphery. What is the cause of 

this penury? Whilst the global economy is complex, there are longstanding calls for debt 

relief, the precedent for which was set when 50% of what was then West Germany’s debt 

accrued from postwar reconstruction was forgiven in 1953, a move that advocates are 

claiming is long overdue for developing countries similarly in debt crisis.8  Debt and tax 

justice, Dempsey et al (2021) argue, are critical to releasing urgent funds to tackle the 

climate crisis. Yet the ‘development’ architecture in the post WWII period has functioned in 

ways that, as I have noted elsewhere, ‘must not fundamentally undermine the (neo)colonial 

extractivism on which the current system depends’, which is itself a legacy of colonialism 
(Narayanaswamy, forthcoming). Keeping developing nations tied to global economic 

systems that function through the use of conditional ‘aid’ such as the social transfers that 
Noyoo discusses mimics the colonial tendency to presume that racialised, developing 

‘others’ are incapable of managing more complex governance systems without external aid 

and support, when in reality issues such as debt servicing, conflict and trade imbalances 

perpetuate developing/developed divides and the uneven (re)distribution of social 

protection resources within this (see Hickel, 2018).   

 

Pedagogical approaches to support intersectional learning on social protection  

 

So how do we make these issues real for students in the classroom? How do we make the 

complexity of the aforementioned issues legible to students? What pedagogies might 

support more critical, reflexive learning trajectories around race and social 

policy/protection?  

In 2014 I designed a final-year undergraduate module entitled ‘International Development 
and Social Policy’ that sought to make the link that Copestake (2015) had identified was 

surprisingly missing between the two disciplines. Making this link necessitates an 

intersectional approach that takes account of coloniality and the associated historical 

trajectories, without which it is, in my view and as the analysis above makes clear, simply 

impossible to make sense of the diversity of social protection forms that exist in the world 

today.  

The module overall is split in two, with the first half focusing on building a broad 

understanding of the theoretical space between international development and social 

policy/protection, focusing on human need, crisis, gender/intersectionality and policy 

 
7 www.worldbank.org/en/topic/socialprotection  
8 https://debtjustice.org.uk/blog/germanys-debt-cancellation-the-london-debt-accords  

http://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/socialprotection
https://debtjustice.org.uk/blog/germanys-debt-cancellation-the-london-debt-accords
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processes. The second half of the module goes into detail through different lenses of social 

protection, with each week questioning how social protection may be delivered through, for 

instance, cash transfers, the provision of health, education or employment. Over the years I 

have also adapted this teaching to take account of the overarching challenge of climate 

crisis, which is increasingly the most urgent issue that risks our collective ability to meet 

even basic needs.  

Throughout this module I have adapted teaching to make it current, linking for instance to 

current events such as the COVID-19 pandemic, as well as using not just academic but also 

grey literature consisting of webinars, podcasts, reports produced by bilateral and 

multilateral agencies, as well as INGOs, to help situate these issues in the real world of 

decision-making. I focus on systems rather than individuals and/or particular countries or 

policies, instead using case studies of, for instance, education or employment programmes 

to bring the discussion back to how it helps us to understand how resources are being 

distributed, or not, through social protection policies in practice.  

A key feature of this teaching has been to use a lens of coloniality throughout, notably in 

relation to how we might understand prevailing, present-day power imbalances. Within this 

I have been increasingly clear with students that we must not separate out the social 

protection challenges of so-called developing countries. Indeed, as welfare states are 

retrenching in wealthier countries (see Farnsworth & Irving, 2015), increasing numbers of 

people are falling through ever-bigger cracks in the safety nets of more comprehensive 

welfare states, trends that follow similar patterns of inclusion and exclusion to those of 

developing countries (see Ghosh, 2019). Students have taken an interest in, for instance, 

increasing homelessness in the UK or the treatment of refugees. I have actively encouraged 

enquiry in and about the function of wealthier welfare states by, for instance, encouraging 

students to consider how these states might be falling short on their responsibility to meet 

the SDGs.  

Particularly for international development students, a key frustration is why is the world so 

unequal? Why, they ask, is the pace of change so slow? To support more immersive 

pedagogical experiences that provide insights into decision-making processes, I have 

undertaken two types of role-play engagements in the classroom that help students to 

make the link between the theory and practice of social policy/protection and what it 

means to have to make choices about the (re)distribution of these resources through a dual 

lens of intersectionality and coloniality. The first was a role-play designed to be a debate 

between high-level stakeholders about the inclusion of a basic income as a key measure in 

the ILO’s SPF. Students work in pairs to represent key stakeholders, including the ILO itself, 

as well as the World Bank, trade unions, INGOs, think-tanks, aid donors and governments. 

Online virtual learning spaces were used to circulate position statements in advance of the 

meeting, with students making short statements during the debate itself. After the meeting 

the different representatives must agree a communique with the outcome of the debate. 

What is helpful about an immersive experience designed in this way is that students get 

first-hand experience of the sorts of choices around action and non-action that stakeholders 

make and why, as well as gaining an insight into why some ideas have more purchase than 
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others in a range of decision-making contexts. Active discussions in the classroom whilst 

students are in character give them the opportunity to engage with the trade-offs, but in 

ways that are attendant to the inequalities embedded in the system, in order for them to 

brainstorm not just outside, but beyond the proverbial ‘box’. I also encourage students to 

critique the process itself: what did and did not work? So often we tend to see these 

systems as fixed, but recurrent, overlapping and urgent crises demand that we start to re-

assess the assumptions around both what the problems are, how they came to be and what 

collectively we need to do about them, including through which mechanisms.  

The second role-play format builds on the written assessment for the module. With one 

shorter position paper (as the mid-term) and a longer policy-brief as the final assessment, 

written outputs are also geared towards encouraging students to build writing skills that 

address key audiences: who do you want to influence and what do you want them to know 

about the problem you are seeking to solve? How do you want them to solve it? There is an 

opportunity to turn the mid-term position paper into a non-assessed presentation in the last 

week of class. This mid-term consists of asking students to make recommendations to the 

ILO on how to improve the SPF, drawing on examples to help illustrate their ideas.  

To support the development of presentation skills, I have introduced short, sharp 

presentations, role-playing a pitch for ideas to a Director at the ILO in a Pecha Kucha 

format.9 As a format, Pecha Kucha is an excellent pedagogical tool as it supports students in 

really focusing on the key message. It is a form of presentation designed to be visually 

stimulating and quickly bring the audience's attention to key ideas. It originated amongst Art 

and Design students but has migrated over to the Social Sciences as well. This format 

consists of 20 slides that are timed to advance every 20 seconds. I ask students to reduce 

this in order to ensure everyone has an opportunity to present, so 6 slides, 20 seconds for 

each slide, giving a total presentation time of 2 minutes. Students have to pitch their ideas 

to improve the SPF in 2 minutes, a winner is chosen and prizes are given as well. I always 

endeavour to provide constructive feedback shared with everyone, thus building not just 

written but also oral communication skills.  

 

 

Some concluding thoughts … 

 

Bringing a lens of coloniality to teaching in international social policy/protection allows us as 

researchers and educators to amplify the ways in which colonial legacies underpin many of 

the social ‘ills’ we seek to challenge in our collective present. The global dynamics of 

‘developed’ and ‘developing’ countries rooted in the proliferation of different European 
empires continue to inform the uneven (re)distribution of social protection resources at a 

global level. Taking more dynamic, comparative and also historical approaches to teaching 

in social policy emphasises how intersectional difference, including race and gender, can 

 
9 https://www.ucc.ie/en/appsoc/resconf/conf/cst/criticalsocialthinkingstudentresearchinitiative2015/sym/pk/  

https://www.ucc.ie/en/appsoc/resconf/conf/cst/criticalsocialthinkingstudentresearchinitiative2015/sym/pk/
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support students to understand the differential shortcomings of diverse social protection 

systems. Through engagement with more immersive pedagogies, we may also support 

students to think ‘outside the box’ in ways that both recognise how gender and race shape 

the ‘relative’ humanity of some bodies over others, even within professed commitments to 
universal social provision, and how we might collectively strive to build more genuinely 

inclusive social protection systems.  
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