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Introduction

SHIRLEY WALTERS AND LINZI MANICOM

Rationale

The story of this book — how it came to be, its context and content
— broadly echoes themes and concerns of feminist popular education as
it has been developing transnationally over the past decade or so. It
bears the imprint of international feminist and women’s politics, con-
firming the commonality of many issues for women around the globe,
just as it reminds us of the differences in what it means to be ‘woman’
in various classes and cultures. The book has been constrained by the
parameters, pressures and interruptions of activists’ lives, taking three
years of moments stolen here and there to complete. It reveals the
learning and creativity of women educators and grassroots women’s
organizing in contexts ranging from city pavements to political parties,
hostels to health programmes, classrooms to community centres, and
more.

It is a book rooted in the longer history of the Women’s Programme
of the International Council for Adult Education (ICAE), an inter-
national network of feminist popular educators, which was co-ordinated
in Toronto by Lynda Yanz between 1982 and 1990. We met through the
Women’s Programme in 1988 and quickly became friends. We are both
South Africans. Shirley, an activist and educator within the popular
democratic movement, was director of the Centre for Adult and Con-
tinuing Education at the University of the Western Cape. Linzi, a
political exile now living in Canada, was then working part-time with
the Women’s Programme and doing feminist academic work.

The objectives of the Women’s Programme paralleled those of other
international feminist networks that were being established during the
1980s: to build solidarity between women around the world struggling
with similar issues; to support those challenging masculine dominance
and the exclusion of women in their fields; and to facilitate the exchange
and sharing of ideas and resources. What made the ICAE Women’s
Programme a little different was its particular concern with the educa-
tional aspects of women’s organizing, although, of course, it was also well
recognized that the boundaries between emancipatory education, feminist
organizing and the political mobilization of women are not easily drawn.
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2/ GENDER IN POPULAR EDUCATION

Coming out of this network was an exciting range of innovative educa-
tional work being developed with women and around gender issues in
social movements, development projects, non-governmental organizations
(NGOs) and community-based organizations in different regions.

It is this loosely defined body of work that we are gathering here
under the umbrella term of ‘feminist popular education’. The wide
reach we are according the term is open to challenge for, as some of the
chapters will reveal, ‘popular education’ is not a term that is used across
the board in different places, in different periods. Non-formal educational
practices which aim to challenge injustice and oppression are variously
called ‘community education’, ‘radical adult education’, ‘education for
change’, ‘people’s education’, ‘liberatory’ or ‘emancipatory education’,
‘transformative education’ and ‘education for empowerment’. The names
pick up on different political lexicons and trends.

In recent years, however, the term ‘popular education’ has gained an
international currency and ascendancy among organizers and educators
who have been influenced and inspired by the writings of Brazilian
educationalist Paulo Freire and the educational work carried out in Latin
American communities over the past three decades. For our purposes
here, we can say that the educational work addressed in the chapters
that follow represents ‘feminist popular education’ in that it is oriented
towards transforming gendered power relations and shares the basic
methodological principle of valorizing, and building analytically and
practically upon, the experiential knowledge of learners themselves.

There was very little documentation (in English, anyway) of feminist
popular education outside the inevitably dry and diluted reports to
funding agencies, bland summaries of conference proceedings and the
occasional informally circulated academic paper. The one form in which
popular education process did make its way into print and circulate
among educators was that of a handbook or ‘how to’ manual, setting out
examples of workshop design and exercises. Although such handbooks
are very useful and certainly have been well used by nascent women’s
groups, what these texts do not capture is precisely what we consider
the most valuable aspect of popular education practice: its inventive,
perceptive and provocative process, the intuition and critical reflection
that lie between the lines, behind the words. Why are some methods
chosen rather than others? What is revealed in the process? What is
learned by the learners and the educator?

Popular education involves an inherently self-reflective, reflexive and
non-dogmatic approach. It works to make space for the collective, par-
ticipatory production of knowledge and insight, and builds on what
emerges from the experiences of those actively participating. The rich-
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ness of the approach lies, therefore, in the thought and implicit analysis
that has gone into the design of the specific educational events or
programmes, and in the spontancous, sometimes serendipitous, process
as it unfolds at a particular moment, yielding even more challenges and
possibilities. Where gender is the focus, the educator (whether working
with women-only or mixed-sex groups) is engaged in the process of
deconstructing and constructing gender. Understanding how this hap-
pens is essential to feminist practice.

It was to capture and make accessible to a wider audience this
developing tradition of feminist educational work that we proposed this
book. We hoped it would provide a stimulus, an opportunity and an
encouragement to feminist educators, pushing them to write up some of
that texture as it has been lived and deeply pondered by them. We
therefore charged the contributors to the book with drawing on their
own specific experiences as feminist popular educators and with trying
to make sense of which educational methodologies work and why.
(Translating these experiences into text was, of course, easier said than
done. Edited collections are notoriously difficult to co-ordinate and with
this one we had to contend with the vagaries of international com-
munications and the multiple commitments of all our lives.)

There were two further motivations for the book. In recent years, the
development of feminist analysis within all academic disciplines has
produced a broad range of relevant theory and opened up important
new ways of thinking about popular education. We are referring here,
particularly, to the influence of Foucault and post-structuralism and the
field of feminist pedagogy. Equally, the practices being developed in
grassroots women’s education had relevance for the feminist approaches
being explored within radical educational approaches. The lack of impact
of feminist popular education on the discipline of adult education was
of particular concern to us. As Gore (1993) notes, different theoretical
discourses and literatures within even the narrower sphere of radical
education have not been mutually engaged. Some of the chapters in the
book explore the implications of new theoretical approaches for under-
standing popular education and vice versa. The relevance of feminist
popular education to mainstream adult education, critical pedagogy and
women’s studies will become clearer with wider exposure to and
engagement with it.

Secondly, we also see popular education as having something to offer
political theory concerned with social mobilization. Feminist popular
education is embedded within social activism and democratic organiza-
tions of civil society working for material and substantive transformation
of women’s lives and conditions. A persistent question that preoccupies
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popular educators is the relationship of ‘local popular educational
initiatives to broader political movements (popular, democratic and
feminist), and to transformations in forms of governance. Questions of
state and civil society, their complex integration and their current shift-
ing formations globally, as well as critical examinations of ‘the market’,
are thus central preoccupations for feminist popular education. These
themes are not particularly developed in this collection but they are
certainly present as a strong subtext. '

The collection

The book consists of eleven chapters from six countries. A wide call
for contributions went out but ultimately it was active solicitation
through direct or directed contact that produced draft chapters. Some
of the chapters are written by women long associated with the Women’s
Programme. Others are from women we haven’t yet met who responded
to our requests for submissions publicized through regional women’s
adult education networks. Some articles we’d hoped for in order to give
a sense of a substantive area of work or work in a particular region
didn’t come through.

The final selection is less than ideal in terms of regional representa-
tion, but does give a sense of the spread of feminist popular education
and the different political cultures in which it is located. The inclusion
of accounts of popular education among women from oppressed com-
munities in the North makes the point that it is not an exclusively
Third World form (see the chapters by Bingman, Pritchard Hughes and
Nadeau). . .

That there are three chapters from South Africa is, of course, in-
dicative of our greater number of contacts there, but is also rationalized
as helping to redress the effects of the apartheid-induced curtain of
isolation and bringing to a broader readership examples of the kind of
educational work that has been developing there. We strove for articles
from other parts of Africa, hoping to have examples of the lively
methodology that is so closely linked with economic development for
women, but without success. However, both Canadian contributions
(Nadeau and Stuart) demonstrate transnational flows of influence and
exchange in this kind of work.

The most glaring and paradoxical gap in terms of regionality is the
absence of a contribution from Latin and Central America, which
historically have had perhaps the strongest tradition of feminist popular
-education grounded in social movements. Although we had good contacts
and the prospect of chapters from Latin America, these didn’t materialize
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as texts. While the influence of the Latin American popular education
tradition is evident in the chapter by Nadeau, and while it is also clear
that there has been a large degree of ‘internationalization’ of feminist
popular education, the book is located firmly within the Anglo-American
linguistic community (and related influences of Anglo-American feminist
literature) as these traverse the world.

Another glaring issue of representation is the fact that all the South
African contributors, including ourselves as editors, are white women.
This is a blatant legacy of the educational privileges that the apartheid
system bestowed on whites in South Africa and the consequent networks
that developed. We should say quickly that we don’t subscribe to the
rather mechanical and formulaic regulation of representation that can
often become a dangerously depoliticized response: that is, the model
that requires, regardless, inclusion of at least one ‘representative’ from
a list of ‘identities of oppression’. We are more concerned, as are the
contributors to this collection, with deepening our understanding of
how to tackle racism, homophobia, cultural supremacy, poverty and
sexism, and adjusting our educational practice accordingly.

Few popular educators are drawn directly from the constituencies
with which they work, and it does not necessarily follow that those who
presumably are most affected by particular oppressions either confine
themselves to educational work around those oppressions, or are effective
educators. It is probably fair to say, however, that educators who do
have experience in the issues around which they work, or share some
common history with their learners, bring a deeper, empathic under-
standing to the educational processes that they devise.

All the authors take up questions of race,' class, cultural and ethnic-
based differences and hierarchies of power, taking into account their
own inevitably higher education, their social identities and greater social
power, and reflecting on how these shape their capacities as emancipatory
educators.

All the authors are both activists and educators, and some are also
academics. Activists’ lives are, by nature of the work, over-subscribed.
The time and space needed for standing back from a process, reflecting
upon and analysing it, engaging with bodies of literature and then
undertaking the slow, extractive process of writing, is not easy to come
by, particularly when it is not released time or time that is paid for. It
is not surprising or coincidental that almost all of our contributors are
now based, at least part-time, at tertiary educational or research institu-
tions, affording them a little space in which to write and do work which
is related to their jobs. Nevertheless, their contributions still involved
stolen moments, stops and starts, and many hours that they could ill
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afford, suggesting that they share with us a sense of urgency about
getting this work into circulation and stimulating debate among those
who are themselves similarly engaged.

Surveying the chapters that we finally have in hand for this collection,
assessing them in terms of representation of different kinds and contexts
of feminist popular education work, we recognize the lacunae and im-
balances. We certainly see the need constantly to evaluate the politics of
representation in the production of collections like this one, and to
work harder to encourage and ensure a wider range of voices in print.
Despite these reservations, however, we remain pleased by the variety
of accounts of feminist popular education experience gathered here,
and committed to getting the material out where it can be engaged
with, discussed and developed.

Feminist popular education

Feminist popular education developed in the early 1980s as a critique
of the male-biased popular education that was dominant in social move-
ments in different parts of the world. Parallel feminist challenges to
forms of educational practice and theory were developing in different
sites of social action, as we will go on to outline. These also influenced
the work of our contributors and account for their variety of approaches.

The chapters are- varied in their perspectives. Some focus on a
particular educational event or process, others record work with specific
constituencies or on particular issues, and others again involve evalu-
ations, over a period of time, of a range of different methodologies.
They are all linked, however, by their major concern, which relates to
the design and facilitation of educational and organizational events that
maximize participation in defining and carrying out action aimed at
changing situations or relationships experienced as oppressive. Although
there is a certain replication in the kinds of educational strategies,
principles and issues that are discussed, we don’t see them as adding up
to a checklist of universal features or steps that can be applied in any
context.

The differences in the approaches adopted and in ways of under-
standing the educational .process are revealing of the extent to which
popular education practice is embedded in its social context, as well as
within distinctive gendered cultures and political and theoretical
discourses. Recognition of this embeddedness cautions against the ap-
propriation and translation of models of popular education directly from
one context to another. If educational methodologies are to be effective,
they must be critically rethought and reframed within their target
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contexts, taking into account the broad range of factors that enable and
constrain the empowerment of women. We see the contributions in this
book as offering insights, critical analyses, concrete examples and general
principles of transformative education which we hope will stimulate
ideas for approaching local educational work in different ways.

Is it possible or useful, then, to define ‘feminist popular education’
more tightly at this point? Some of the contributors to this book
explicitly set out a working definition, while others offer a more implicit
definition by elaborating their objectives. We see feminist popular educa-
tion as having a core orientation and offer the following characterization:
it is a participatory, democratic, non-hierarchical pedagogy which
encourages creative thinking that breaks through embedded formats of
learning. It valorizes local knowledge, working collectively towards pro-
ducing knowledge, the principle of starting from where people are
situated, and working to develop a broader understanding of structures
and how these can be transformed. It strives to foster both personal and
social empowerment. Feminist popular education obviously focuses
particularly on the conditions and positions of women and the re-
negotiation of gender relations; but, given that gender is a social
category, referring to the historically and culturally defined constructs
of masculinity and femininity, feminist popular education must simul-
taneously engage with the ways in which the social categories of race,
ethnicity, culture, age, social class, sexuality and physical ability are
implicated in constructions of gender. _

Taking another view, there are two central dimensions to popular
education in general. Fink (1992) refers to them as the pedagogic and
the political, while Gore (1993) talks about the instructional aspect and
the aspect of social vision. However, these two aspects or dimensions
are absolutely intertwined and it is this that makes popular education
distinctive. The pedagogical choices implement the political objectives.
The pedagogical cannot be separated from the political, unless popular
education is to be reduced to a series of formats, games and techniques.
For, in fact, very similar techniques are employed in corporate
boardrooms, and so is an almost identical vocabulary, for example,
‘empowerment’, ‘working with diversity’, ‘training for equity’.

The degree of emphasis given to either the political or the peda-
gogical dimensions of popular education in the chapters that follow can
be seen in relation to the immediate setting and political location of the
work. As represented in the chapters by Medel-Anonuevo and Patel,
popular education is an integral part of social and political movements
and part of the social and political fabric. Here, the pedagogical
component is subsumed under the organizing strategy. Where popular

O
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education is occurring in a formal classroom or workshop setting, as in
the accounts of Pritchard Hughes, Stuart and Von Kotze, the peda-
gogical or instructional aspects are more direct and obvious.

A prime source of the contestation over the meaning of popular
education is, of course, the political dimension, or the implicit social
vision. Who is the ‘subject’ of popular education and what is the goal?

In the 1970s and early 1980s, popular education tended to be linked
and closely associated with a clearly defined social movement, national
liberation struggle or women’s movement and a sense of the end-point
of ‘liberation’. In recent years, particularly since the demise of formal
socialism and the emergence of feminist and post-colonial critiques of
the unitary narratives of such movements, there is much more frag-
mentation of social opposition. The building of civil society, of non-
governmental organizations and of relations with states, is now much
more the context of feminist popular education, although this obviously
varies from country to country.

Broadly speaking, the politics of feminist popular education can be
defined as the struggle against gender oppression. But, since gender has
been understood increasingly as constructed in relation to race, class
and so on, feminist popular education has been working to integrate all
aspects of power inequalities structured along social identities. None of
the authors in this volume articulates her vision of feminist politics in
very explicit terms but, while there are clear differences in their under-
standings of the constructs of ‘woman’ and ‘gender’, it is evident that
they share a view of feminist popular education as positioned to support
the struggles of women in oppressed communities, rather than ‘women’
in general. It is this that distinguishes feminist popular education from,
for example, gender training or feminist pedagogy which tend to be
conducted for an undifferentiated category of ‘women’.

Context

During the last thirty years, women’s political engagement has been
influenced by fundamental changes in international economic relations,
reduced national capacities to solve problems, remarkable transforma-
tions in political regimes and a rise in religious fundamentalism, as well
as the growth in the international component of the women’s movement.
This book, particularly the chapters by Chan and Nadeau, shows that
the effects of global economic crisis and restructuring policies can be
seen as starting-points for feminist popular education.

Some of the most notable international changes have been policies
promoting macro-economic stabilization and internal structural adjust-

O

RIC 16

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:



E

INTRODUCTION/ 9

ment introduced by the World Bank and the International Monetary
Fund to respond to economic instability, particularly in the countries of
the South, but also in the emerging democracies of Central Europe and
the more industrialized countries of the North. New economic con-
ditions emerging over the last two decades have exacerbated the
economic problems of most women in all these situations.

Decreased expenditure on education, health and food subsidies means
that increased costs are borne by women, who must work longer hours,
take more time to shop around for less expensive food, spend more
resources on basic health-care, and face lower wages and fewer job
opportunities as the wages in female-dominated industries decline. As
Nadeau’s graphic description makes clear, it is women’s labour. and
women’s bodies that absorb much of the impact of reduced public
spending. It is the gendered aspects of these global economic processes
that often provide the focus for feminist popular education and organ-
ization.

Changes in the nature of nationalism and the rise of many forms of
religious fundamentalism have also affected women’s status over the last
three decades. In the era of rebuilding and decolonizing after World
War II, achieving and strengthening the political power of the nation-
state were the dominant focuses of nationalism. For most of the world’s
women, this state-focused political nationalism was accompanied by
formal (though not actual) legal equality. Recently, however, state-focused
political nationalism has been increasingly challenged by the rise of
ethnic, communal and regional forces that seek to alter the nature of
national control of politics. The reconfiguration of regional political
and economic formations, such as the North American Free Trade
Agreement and the South-East Asian Trading Bloc, is reshaping
women’s struggles, as Nadeau and Chan describe. The politicization of
ethnic and racialized identities which tend to designate specific and
limiting roles for women, as ‘bearers of culture’ or ‘mothers of the
nation’, for example, are also posing complex challenges for educators
concerned with extending the possibilities and choices for women.

The rise in religious fundamentalism poses similar challenges but,
although it is noted as a focus of growing concern by Medel-Anonuevo,
this phenomenon is not otherwise dealt with directly in this book.
However, several chapters, notably those by Myles and Tarrago, and
Von Kotze, underline the need for sensitivity to cultural constructions
of gender and highlight the difficulty of working with the sometimes
contradictory tension between respecting cultural difference and ad-
vancing feminist goals. This area is a focus of current developments in
popular education practice.
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The growth of international feminism and global feminist networks,
as well as of national women’s movements, has encouraged an increasing
flow and exchange of ideas and practices. Women’s movements and
women’s activism have grown stronger, more varied and more accepted
as indigenous expressions of women’s interests over the last twenty
years. Early in this wave of women’s organizing, nationalists in countries
of the South and Marxists world-wide often discredited women’s move-
ments as imperialist or bourgeois. They voiced concerns about the local
applicability of feminist ideas originating in Western Europe and North
America. But women in the South came to articulate directly their own
awareness of male domination and forms of resistance to it. These
developments are reflected in the chapters describing work in India, the
Philippines and South Africa.

Influences on feminist popular education

A central influence on much of the writing contained in this book,
whether directly or derivatively, is the Latin American work based on
the ideas of Paulo Freire, which were first generated in the 196os.
Critical pedagogy, strongest in North America, also traces its roots to
Freirean ideas, but has been developed more in relation to critiques of
schooling and cultural politics. Itself gender-blind in its earlier formula-
tions, the critical pedagogy school has been subject to a series of recent
challenges by feminist theorists whose work has influenced some of the
authors in this collection, for example, Chan, Von Kotze and Walters.

Closely related to this literature, but more powerfully influenced by
feminist theory, is feminist pedagogy, which has been developed within
women’s studies programmes in colleges and universities around the
world. This contributory strand is evident particularly in the chapters
by Pritchard Hughes and Walters. Another body of educational theory
and practice which is clearly influential is adult education more broadly,
which focuses on learning and on design and facilitation.

An important site of work relevant to feminist popular education is
that of women and development, particularly the approach known as
the empowerment model (Sen and Grown, 1987). The focus in recent
years on training and education in development work with women is
somewhat of a response to earlier practices, which neither addressed the
educational components of development projects adequately, nor in-
volved women in their design and implementation, a reason for the
failure of so many. Training components are now necessarily part of
any gender-sensitive development. The years of economic crisis and
structural adjustment policies have seen more recent work in ‘women
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and development’ focusing on poverty alleviation strategies such as
micro-enterprises, income-generating and credit schemes, all of which
necessarily have central training and capacity-building components
oriented towards sustainable development.

We mentioned above the relevance to popular education of the pro-
found theoretical developments in feminism over the past two decades.
One strand of this influence traces through feminist rethinking in fields
concerned with the personal and social empowerment of women (for
example, psychology, social work, health and theology), and is apparent
in several chapters, for example, those by Myles and Tarrago, Friedman
and Crawford Cousins, and Nadeau. This points to the broader, well-
discussed question of the uneasy relationship between feminist theory,
or the academy, and feminist practice, or the women’s movement(s).

We are not going to rehearse the various contours of the debate but
it is one that is posed directly in the field of popular education because
of the political commitment and activism inherent in this approach.
The distance and tension between feminist theory and practice have
been exacerbated in some ways as some forms of feminist scholarship
have grown and become more institutionalized, developing increasingly
esoteric and exclusive languages. Nevertheless, we would argue that
theory is integral to popular education in a number of ways. The process
of bringing to light aspects of experience, reflecting upon and making
sense of them, finding concepts and drawing connections, pulling out
and exposing the assumptions — this is theorizing, and this is precisely
what happens in a popular education process and what, we hope, is
reflected in this book. ’

Emergent themes

In this final section, we identify several themes and tensions that
emerge in the chapters that follow, seeing these as raising and repres-
enting some of the critical questions within the field of contemporary
feminist popular education. The themes relate closely to each other and
overlap in places, suggesting that different terms might be used to talk
about quite similar issues and pointing to their embeddedness within
different feminist discourses and political problematics. Many of the
themes resonate with complex, contested issues in feminist and educa-
tional theory. Here we can only point to the varying emphases and
tensions of different approaches within feminist popular education
practice as discussed in these chapters. The intention is to stimulate
further debate and clarification and the hope is that others will take up
the threads and tease them out further.
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Starting from where women are Probably the most agreed-upon ‘prin-
ciple’ of both popular and feminist education is that of starting from
the lives and preoccupations of women themselves. This tenet is, at one
level, a clear and straightforward one. In practice, however, there are
various interpretations of ‘where women are’. Some draw on the
geographic location of women’s activities: the domestic setting, the
workplace, the neighbourhood; others draw on more metaphorical loca-
tions: the place of feelings and emotion, the ‘private’ sphere with which
women tend to be associated, and women’s subjectivity as it is culturally
shaped. The chapters in the book illustrate this range well.

Attention to the feelings and emotions of learners is perceived as
critical in feminist popular education. It was these aspects that were
overlooked or under-emphasized within earlier gender-blind models of
popular education. The practice of consciousness-raising, associated with
the rise of contemporary feminism in the North, closely parallels popular
education in this regard, creating conditions in which women can open
up about their feelings of oppression before working together to analyse
the dimensions and relations of that oppression. Chan’s work with
Malaysian ‘factory women’ provides a rich example of educational
practices designed to elicit the expression of suppressed feelings and
emotions.

Nadeau, reflecting an important contemporary theme in feminist
analysis, comes at emotion from a different angle. Exploring the ways in
which the oppression of women is imprinted on the body, she makes a
strong case for popular education to incorporate body-work, in order to
release tensions and rehearse alternative ways of being ‘in the body’. In
fact, many popular education exercises, such as ‘sculpturing’ and various
‘energizers’, rely on a notion of physical doing, of embodied action,
both to shake off tensions that might be blocking creativity and to
stimulate experience in ways that might generate insights. The work in
the Philippines that Medel-Anonuevo describes included a focus on a
more specific aspect of women’s embodiment, one where very specifically
gendered oppressions are centred, namely sexuality. Domestic violence
and sexual oppression are often starting-points of work with women
because they are aspects of women’s lives that are often dangerously
hidden and, at the same time, provide a basis for understanding the
relations of patriarchy.

Spirituality is another aspect of ‘where women are’ as they seek to
make sense of the world. This is touched on only briefly by Nadeau
and, to a lesser extent, by Friedman and Crawford Cousins, but it is a
theme that is increasingly significant within popular education practice
as culturally distinct groups, such as indigenous peoples, women
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recovering ‘womanist’ traditions and ethnic collectives, draw on cultural
and spiritual symbols in healing and transformative education.

Walters refers to the notion of cotidiano central to the Latin American
tradition of popular education for women. Cotidiano, the everyday, refers
to the daily activities of women that revolve around family, domestic
work and community. The basic point is that if popular education is to
be effective for women, it must start with concrete reference to these
realms of life, rather than with some abstracted notion of capitalist
patriarchy, for example.

A number of the contributors to this book pose, as the central
challenge for popular education, the question of how to move from the
starting-points of women’s immediate concerns to a broader analysis
and to political action aimed at transforming oppressive relations. Medel-
Anonuevo sees the challenge as ‘how to relate the micro lives of the
women to the larger national picture’. For Nadeau the issue is relating
the poverty and sense of despair experienced by the women she works
with to the effects of free trade policies and global economic re-
structuring.

Many accounts of feminist popular education have drawn on the
linked concepts of women’s practical needs and their strategic interests
in thinking about how to make connections between women’s immediate
lives and broader social relations. While useful in pointing to the dif-
ferent focuses of organizing work with women, this construct has been
questioned increasingly in recent years. It has been argued, for instance,
that the dichotomy implied in distinguishing between two kinds of
women’s interests does not take adequate account of the fact that they
are interlinked. Changes in the ways that women organize to address
their everyday needs invariably produce changes in gender relations, as
Patel’s chapter shows clearly.

Another critique of the practical/strategic couplet is that it implies a
hierarchy of women’s issues, that strategic interests show more evidence
of a ‘feminist consciousness’ and therefore are more politically advanced.
In the context of general questioning of who defines feminism, and
what its issues are and should be, and the argument that much of what
has been advanced as strategic interests pertains more to the lives and
concerns of middle-class, Western women, the distinction between
practical and strategic concerns becomes problematic. The different
starting-points or salient concerns of women that are discussed in the
chapters of this book reinforce the doubts raised against this popular
way of defining women’s issues and struggles. Sexuality, sexual pleasure
and exploration are shown to be strategic in the lives of poor women;
emotional release is critical for women of all classes.
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Although the authors of this book vary in the issues they focus upon
and the extent to which they draw connections between local and global
developments (a difference which, of course, reflects the context and
objectives of the projects involved), what they have in common is the
valorization and politicization of the lives and concerns of women. As
their chapters show, it is not an instrumental question of paying atten-
tion to women’s concerns as a jump-off point for tackling ‘the real’
political issues. It is rather one of showing the cotidiano as intrinsically
political, and as integrated with broader social relations and hierarchies
of oppression. However, there is a tension here for popular educators
between validating and celebrating the daily concerns of women as
significant, on the one hand, and challenging the gender relations and
constructions of ‘the domestic sphere’, of ‘women’s work’ and of
emotional responses that confine women to ways of being in the world
that are limiting, disempowering and rob women of choice and agency,
on the other.

Experience and expertise Closely related to the preceding theme, but
coming at it from a slightly different perspective, is the issue of experi-
ence as the central form or basis for women’s knowledge. Women’s
experience is seen as the point of departure for feminist popular
education.

The concept of ‘experience’, however, is a highly contested one within
contemporary feminist theory. Some of the issues that have been raised
in debate are relevant to feminist popular education. First, it is argued,
privileging ‘women’s experience’ as a basis for knowledge tends towards
an essentialist construction of ‘women’. For that experience tends to be
lodged in some foundational definition of women, such as reproductive
capacity, or mothering, or the gendered division of labour. What about
women who are differently located, who experience different things
differently? How are the different claims to truth of different women’s
experiences mediated? Appealing to ‘women’s experience’, that is, tying
experience to a particular identity, carries the danger of reproducing the
ideological system that defines ‘women’ and their worlds in particular
and limiting ways.

There are further issues. When women’s experience is given epis-
temological status as the standpoint from which an overall analysis can
be built, there is the problem of accounting for the limitations in
perspective that are assumed to be the consequence of an oppressed and
excluded status. One of the rationales for promoting women’s experience
as a source of knowledge is to counter the masculine and class dominance
of rational, abstract modes of analysis. But all experience and knowledge,
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it is argued, is mediated by language or discourses which shape what is
possible to know and speak about. Experience is not a pristine category.

These complex questions translate into strategic issues for feminist
popular educators. One such fine line is that between validating ex-
perience as it is articulated by women learners, and engendering a stance
among the learners of critical reflection on that experience, on how it
comes to be associated with gender or with other social attributes. As
can be seen from the authors’ accounts, appeal to the notion of women’s
experience is attractive, even where educators might have reservations
about an implied fixed and ahistorical identity of women, because it
tends to produce a quick sense of recognition and solidarity between
learners and facilitators.

The challenge is to find ways of drawing on women’s experiences to
illustrate that the category ‘women’ is not homogeneous, that it is socially
constructed and that there are many ways of being women. Indeed, it is
another form of the challenge of moving from women’s everyday ex-
periences to an analysis of the structures of gender oppression that
govern women’s lives, and this process is discussed explicitly in a number
of chapters. There is a subtle range in these chapters between those
implicitly seeing women’s experience as a standpoint, a source of ‘truth’,
and those understanding experience as a starting-point for the pro-
duction of knowledge or the building of an analysis.

The accounts in the book also differ in regard to the degree to which
the introduction of expertise is emphasized and how it is timed. Again
reflecting the differing objectives and parameters of their respective
programmes, some of the educators work extensively with the resource
of women’s experience, while others argue for the strategic introduction
of relevant skills and expertise. The work in India with ' women pavement
dwellers that Patel describes, for example, was concerned to ensure that
women picked up skills for negotiating with government officials and
for deciding upon appropriate housing. In a time-limited popular educa-
tion process, as so many of them are, finding the balance between
eliciting the wealth of understanding and perception that is present in
women’s collective experience, and imparting useful knowledge and
analysis, presents a real challenge. When the concern is understanding
and analysing social relationships, much of that expertise takes the form
of new discourses, new words in which to make sense of experiences, as
well as new forms of action. '

However, notwithstanding differences in the weight given to ex-
perience and expertise, all contributors share a perception of experiential
knowledge as particularly effective educationally. Popular education
definitely privileges experiential knowledge over knowledge that is
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imparted by the experts. As is evident in the chapters that follow, much
of popular education activity is organized around two processes: drawing
on pre-existing experiences of the learners, and creating experiences in
the workshop setting, setting up situations which allow learners to
identify with, feel and experience ways of seeing that side-step the
usual, often limiting, mediation of attitudes, rational logic and language.
The chapters by Stuart, Nadeau, and Friedman and Crawford Cousins
provide good examples of this kind of learning.

Silence and voice A dominant metaphor within both feminism and
popular education is that of silence and voice. Freire wrote of ‘the
culture of silence’; popular education, particularly that which involves
literacy training, often speaks in terms of ‘breaking the silence’ and
‘giving voice’. These words come up frequently in the chapters of this
book.

Although this metaphor is often used in a simple way, with the
replacement of silence by voice seen as the unquestioned goal, the
authors here uncover a much more nuanced picture. Silence, as Friedman
and Crawford Cousins maintain, can be a strategy of resistance or one
for holding on to power. Silence can also mean a strategic suppression,
as in the case of the women with whom Chan worked. If the only voice
on offer is ‘his master’s voice’, keeping silent can make sense. Clearly,
the question has to be looked at in context, particularly taking into
account the dimension of public and private and the different discourses
available to women. It is often the case that women have vibrant voices
within a non-official, more private, community space, whereas they are
silent/silenced in more public situations. Women may also be silent in
the dominant forms of communication, such as official or more formal
language.

The lesson of the perspectives on silence/voice offered here is that
feminist popular education has to be sensitive to the context of silences
and the power relations that they reflect. Equally, it must search for those
media of ‘voice’ with which women learners are most comfortable and
which offer ways to express often submerged feelings and perceptions.

Empowerment The term empowerment is a prevalent one in feminist
and popular education discourses. In recent years, however, its extensive
use and appropriation by a very broad range of political positions has
drained it of any clear referent and, in many contexts, of its more
politically transformative meaning.

The implicit meanings of empowerment in the various chapters of
this book range from an individual to a collective focus, and from self-
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validation and the building of self-esteem to -working actively and
concretely to change social conditions. Popular education that is located
historically and politically within defined and organized social move-
ments, as in the Philippines, South Africa and among the urban
pavement dwellers of India, tends implicitly to support a notion of
empowerment that involves the achievement of social and political
objectives. Patel defines empowerment in these terms.

Where this is not the case, empowerment tends to refer to gaining
more decision-making capacity, to deepening an understanding of the
relations configuring one’s life and to controlling conditions affecting
one’s life; advances which may or may not be shared with a group. The
over-all political context in which popular educators work, and the
strength of women’s movements in particular, contribute significantly to
the extent to which small, local instances of empowering education
contribute to broader, political and social changes.

Perhaps the most important result of the current focus on the notion
of empowerment, and one which feminist popular education has con-
tributed to developing, is the attention given to the subjective aspects of
political change or, in other words, to the construction of political
subjectivity. As discussed in the following chapters, the process of
reflecting on experience and collectively building alternative interpreta-
tions of the relations shaping one’s life, produces shifts in subjectivity
as well as building confidence and capacity. This aspect of subjective
transformation has led some to question the relationship or overlap
between feminist popular education, which works self-consciously to
elicit feelings and emotions, and psychotherapy. Nadeau argues that the
collective focus of popular education distinguishes it from individualized
therapy, although clearly similar learning processes and reinterpretations
are taking place.

Difference Like empowerment, the term ‘difference’ has become a
catch-all category, embracing a range of meanings. In the chapters of
this book it is generally used to refer to the different identities of women
in terms of race, class, ethnicity, age, sexual orientation and so on.
Inasmuch as these differences between women involve differences in
power, privilege, life conditions and experience, as well as potential
conflict and antagonism, they present a set of issues for the feminist
popular educator that must be addressed in the design and conduct of
the education process.

One of the central dynamics in feminist popular education derives
from the difference in the class positions of the educators, who tend to
be highly educated middle-class women, and the learners, who are
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mainly working-class,-poor women and men. The other central dynamic
flows from the power differences between participants, which are broadly
structured by socially significant markers of identity, such as race. The
account, by Friedman and Crawford Cousins, of working self-consciously
with this dynamic provides a vivid illustration of the complexity in-
volved. Various popular education practices work to equalize power
within the education process, deploying fairly mechanical devices to
redress power imbalances, or drawing attention to the social weighting
of different attributes to diminish their authority.

Another meaning of ‘difference’, which is rather more implicit in
some of the chapters, refers not to different gendered identities but
rather to the different and changing constructions of the category
‘women’. Underlying this meaning of difference is the understanding of
gender as not referring merely to sexual difference, but also to the
cultural, social and often racialized constructions of masculinity and
feminity. Unpacking these different constructions of gender through
popular education offers learners an understanding of the possibility of
being women in less fixed, less oppressive ways. This understanding
also makes better sense of the experience of many women who do not
always see themselves primarily as women, but in particular contexts
and struggles identify more as racialized or class subjects, for instance.

As all the chapters demonstrate, and particularly those by Stuart,
Von Kotze, Myles and Tarrago, and Friedman and Crawford Cousins,
working with difference is extremely challenging but critical to effective
process. It demands sensitive, self-reflective responses and under-
standings of the various dimensions of difference. Because of the self-
knowledge and tensions that power inequalities can provoke, educational
work that fully engages with difference has the potential to be very
generative and catalysing of learning and transformation.

Facilitation and control One of the characteristics that differentiates
the examples of popular education in this book is the degree of direction
given to learners. This is sometimes expressed as the continuum between
a free or open-ended process and goal orientation.

It was suggested earlier that the political objective was a primary
dimension of popular education. But what that objective is can range
from a radical democratic one, in the sense of attributing full control of
the education process to participants and supporting whatever analysis
and objectives emerge from it, to working educationally with women in
order to impart a political analysis and realize a plan for action. One
could argue that feminist popular education is by definition concerned
with raising gender awareness and improving the life conditions of
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women. However, there is a considerable range within this broad orienta-
tion.

Myles and Tarrago, for instance, describe a very open-ended process
of cross-cultural consultation, designed specifically to provide as much
space as possible for the emergence of non-dominant cultural under-
standings. By contrast, the community work of women in the Ap-
palachian mountains described by Bingman is a relatively spontaneous
process with the implicit goal of finding ways to build the confidence
and capacities of local women. A number of the workshop-based
experiences had specific objectives with a fairly flexible process: for
example, the creative writing programme described by Von Kotze, the
women’s studies class analysed by Pritchard Hughes and the training of
development workers in Stuart’s account. The learning process described
by Patel, on the other hand, was directed by clear goals set by the
women with whom she worked.

Another aspect of the tension between eliciting and directing popular
education is that of dealing with participants who are antagonistic to
the pedagogical process and to its feminist or anti-oppression orientation.
Those contributors who describe educational experiences with mixed-
sex groups elucidate the complex dynamics that emerge between women
and men in relation to examining gender. Within all-women groups,
hostility often erupts around race and class identity, or sexual orientation.
Friedman and Crawford Cousins usefully designate the role of ‘the
disturber’ and argue that the dynamic produced around this role, while
disruptive and detracting in some ways from the process, is one that can
be embraced to reveal some of the underlying tensions of power hier-
archies.

There is also, of course, the question of how to deal with those who
do no disturbing. Given that participation is a principle of popular
education, facilitators are faced with choices about the extent to which
they want to enforce participation. How much does one intervene to
establish a putative ‘equality’ in participation in the education context?
Or should those with more socially conferred power be given less op-
portunity to dominate proceedings? Should hierarchies and roles be
allowed to emerge within a learning group? Different strategies for
dealing with these questions are found in the chapters which follow.
Finding the balance between allowing a spontaneous and creative process
to emerge and directing the process to complete an agenda is an ongoing
tension in popular education work.

Finally, feminist popular educators require particular skills, knowledge
and understanding and these must often be acquired ‘on the job’. The
development of training programmes for feminist popular educators has

O

27

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:



E

20/ GENDER IN POPULAR EDUCATION

not yet been undertaken on a wide scale, a gap particularly visible in
tertiary institutions. The chapter by Walters describes a possible cur-
riculum outline which demonstrates the complexity and multi-layered
nature of the tasks feminist popular educators undertake and for which
they need training and support.

Gender awareness and feminist politics A sub-theme of the general
tension between facilitation and control in popular education is whether
to allow gender awareness to emerge in an undirected process, or to
work with a more explicit feminist analysis and the objective of
promoting critical reflection and transformation of oppressive gender
relations. ‘Gender training’, which has become a significant field of
popular education in recent years, has the clear orientation of raising
sensitivity to the ways in which gender structures social and economic
developments. However, even within this explicit orientation there is a
range of interpretations of gender and its implications.

The tension of being a facilitator with ‘two agendas’ is referred to in
the chapter by Von Kotze, where she grapples with the conflicting
demands of her feminist commitment and her role (negotiated with
participants) as facilitator of a creative writing course for a mixed-sex
group of factory workers. Pritchard Hughes argues that ‘free process’ is
important to feminist education, while Patel is very goal-orientated,
stressing that improvement to the lives of the women living on pave-
ments in the cities of India requires that they be unified and organized
together with the men.

In working with conceptions of women and gender there is always a
fine line between reinforcing particular constructs and meanings, and
questioning not only the relations that produce women’s oppression but
also the prevailing conceptions of femininity. (None of the chapters
reflects much on masculinity and how it might relate to social change.)

Space, time and place for learning Many of the chapters in this
collection refer to the importance of a particular space for popular
education with women. Given the responsibilities of most women for
family care and household management, a place away from ‘the everyday’
and from home is often a catalyst in an empowering education process.
Bingman recounts how the experience of doing community work to-
gether, away from home, and sharing their stories prompted shifts in
the confidence of women and in their understandings of themselves.
Similarly, Patel describes how a sense of a shared space from which to
venture into the public realm of state bureaucracy imparted an enormous
sense of confidence to the pavement dwellers of Bombay.
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Building trust is an important condition for a learning space, as
Chan’s work emphasizes particularly. In situations where women are as
massively silenced and undermined as she describes, the reproduction
of a sense of ‘home’, of sanctuary, can be crucial to popular education
work.

The time, or temporality, of the learning process is also significant.
Myles and Tarrago draw attention to this dimension in their cross-
cultural communication project with Aboriginal women. Time away from
everyday rhythms creates space for reflection and for coming to
understand social relations from a broader perspective. The temporal
parameters of an education project allow for very different depths of
work. Much popular education takes place within a workshop format of
very limited duration, and various methodologies for maximizing the
political and psychic space and time for learning are illustrated in this
collection. Ways have to be found of immediately engaging participants
with a sense of community and commitment to shared goals. Physical
relaxation and energizing exercises help to build the necessary focus.

However, the limitations of workshop education experiences are well
known. Participants can experience transformations in their under-
standings, feel empowered and even carry away very concrete skills, but
on returning to their home or work situations, get weighed down by
unchanged relations of oppression. Where popular education workshops
are linked to an ongoing process or social movement, their effect can be
cumulative and supported.

Feminist popular education, as these themes show, is riddled with fine
lines to be drawn and knife-edges to be negotiated. In designing pro-
grammes and processes, and in executing them, educators are called
upon to make complex and quick judgements in order to optimize the
learning moment and make it as transformative as possible. Our hope is
that the chapters of this book, in raising questions, reflecting on the
different perspectives and possibilities and sharing strategies, will offer
other feminist popular educators more clarity about the choices to be
made and more understanding of the range of factors that are involved.

Notes

1. A number of the terms used are contentious. We have not tried to
standardize their use across chapters but have left authors to speak from their
own contexts. For the sake of clarity, we have avoided using inverted commas
around certain terms. In some contexts it is convention to refer to ‘race’ in this
way to signal that the term is understood as not natural but a socially constructed
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category. While we share this understanding, we have not used the convention.
We also use with some reservations the terms North, South, West and Third
World because of the way they often homogenize those regions and implicate all
the inhabitants in the politics of imperialism, obscuring class, racial or ethnic
differentiation. We understand these terms as designating constructs referring to
degrees of relative poverty or affluence, rather than to geographical regions.
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Training gender-sensitive adult educators
in South Africa

SHIRLEY WALTERS

The first educational workshops in South Africa for the training of
gender-sensitive adult educators were held in 1990. These workshops
provided the basis for three important initiatives: publication of a highly
successful handbook (Mackenzie, 1992); an ongoing training project at
the Centre for Adult and Continuing Education (Cace) which has sought
to deepen gender and anti-racism educational work among adult educa-
tors; and the start of a network of gender-sensitive adult educators
from different regions of the country. The workshops also established a
concrete base from which to explore the question of curricula for the
training of gender-sensitive and feminist adult educators.'

This chapter elaborates the elements of a core curriculum for the
training of gender-sensitive and feminist adult educators, through dis-
cussion of key themes in the workshops and in the literature on feminist
pedagogy. It begins by discussing briefly the goals of adult education in
relation to the empowerment of women in general, and in South Africa
in particular. It argues that adult educators who wish to challenge
oppressive gender relations need to become self-conscious actors who
reflect on their own privilege and oppression and act, alongside others,
to change both themselves and society.

The quest for empowerment?

Women in most societies lack institutional and decision-making power.
They are seen as inferior to men because of their sex. Gender ideologies
promote and reinforce patriarchy, which can be defined as ‘the social
organization of the family, the community, and the state, in such a way
that male power is reinforced and perpetuated’ (Stromquist, 1991: 7).

The first pillar of patriarchy is the sexual division of labour that
assigns men and women to different occupations and thus to different
levels of prestige and reward. The second is male control of women’s
sexuality which both seriously constrains women’s space and physical
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mobility and shapes conceptions of what ‘women’ should be. These two
pillars of patriarchy function in a mutually supportive manner, one
seeming to justify the other. The combination appears totally natural
and renders the questioning of either a formidable task, since economic
benefits and deeply internalized norms are at stake. While the particular
ways in which the division of labour and control of female sexuality
manifest themselves are significantly influenced by social class, techno-
logical levels of development and religious and cultural norms, the two
pillars nevertheless constitute the basis for women’s subordination in
most societies.

Adult education that is to ‘empower’ women must challenge these
two pillars of patriarchal ideology and practice. It must contribute to
meaningful change in the condition and position of women.? Fortunately,
more and more South African women are realizing that if any real
change in the position of women is to occur, women themselves need to
attain real power as part of a process of economic, political and cultural
transformation. In other words, women must gain access to and partici-
pate in decision-making structures at all levels in society. As Manzini
(1992) argues, the mobilization of women and men to struggle for social
justice for women as part of the political process of attaining social
justice for all South Africans, is essential for changing the position and
condition of women. This was the realization that, for the first time in
the history of South Africa, united women from extremely diverse
political and cultural backgrounds in the project of drawing up a
Women’s Charter for insertion into the national constitution-making
process. The charter was handed over to President Nelson Mandela on
9 August 1994, National Women’s Day.

Adult education concerned with the empowerment of women cannot
stand apart from these developments. It needs to be an integral part of
the political processes in which women’s political, economic and social
demands are asserted at national, regional and local levels. However, it
is not enough to focus at the level of the constitution and state
structures. Critical adult education work also needs to be addressed to
the level of the family and community. In the face of this daunting task
of helping to confront women’s subordination on multiple levels, the
training of adult educators takes on a singular importance.

The Cace workshops*

The first attempt by Cace to develop and run educational workshops
to train feminist adult educators consisted of a series of two workshops
held in October and December 1990. Run over five days and three days
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respectively, the workshops aimed ‘to develop educational tools for
gender analysis within community and worker organizations’ for use by
South African adult educators. The workshops were part of an ongoing
action research process in Cace which aimed to develop relevant theory
and practice with and for adult educators.

The workshops were attended by thirty-nine women from various
parts of the country who were working as educators in a variety of
sectors: within non-formal education organizations, political organiza-
tions, church-linked organizations, sports bodies, cultural organizations,
trade unions, youth organizations, women’s organizations, universities
and health projects. The participants ranged in age from twenty-four to
sixty years old. Most (72 per cent) were black. Their education levels
ranged from ten years of schooling to post-graduate degrees. The
majority were from urban areas; a few worked in rural areas.

The first workshop began with attempts to build a level of trust
between the participants in order to make the workshop a relatively safe
space in which we felt able to talk, reflect, analyse and play. It moved
very soon into a focus on personal experiences through a story-telling
exercise, which used household objects to trigger memories of being
subordinated as women. For example, one woman who picked up a
coat-hanger recalled: ‘It was when I was sixteen years old. A boy said,
“You think too much of yourself” He clubbed me. He ripped my
clothes. And then he left.’

Another woman picked up a teacup and said: ‘My mother had come
to tea. She looked so disappointed in me. How could I sit there and
accept a cup of tea from my husband?’

This exercise ignited very deep feelings and graphically demonstrated
the subjective and objective realities of subordination for all the women,
across colour, age, social class and religious and cultural traditions. It
provided the basis for analysing commonalities of experience and for
starting to identify and question the underlying reasons for the oppres-
sion of women in these various ways.

On the second day, the focus was on differences among the women.
As the facilitators said:

We assume that we cannot challenge gender subordination without acknow-
ledging our difference of colour, sexual preference, class, cultural practices
and the complexity of the interrelationships between these social categories.
The most useful way of exploring gender is by recognizing these inter-
connections and learning how to identify them. Difference is seen as positive
and there can be unity in diversity. (Author’s workshop notes.)

In order to investigate differences and to problematize understanding
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of the intersection of colour, class and gender, an experiential exercise
involving ‘human sculpture’ was developed after participants had listed
their questions about the intersections of the various social categories.
Each person had an opportunity to re-create a ‘moment of subordina-
tion’ and to analyse that experience.

The situations ‘sculpted’ in this way included women taking their
wedding vows in different cultural settings; a young, pregnant, un-
married Muslim woman being counselled by an older Muslim woman
who was a medical doctor; sexual harassment and assault on public
transport; and being silenced in meetings. The exercise evoked a rich
tapestry of experiences in which the complexities of subordination were
identified and explored. We then began to construct a theoretical frame-
work for an analysis of gender subordination, drawing on both these
experiences and input from the facilitators.

The workshop shifted from a focus on personal experience to an

~ analysis of gender relations within organizations. We began by exploring
gender issues in relation to a fictitious case study of a small non-
governmental organization (NGO) working in literacy and situated in
Khayelitsha on the outskirts of Cape Town. Drawing on this exercise
and our earlier analysis of personal experiences of subordination, we
developed a symbolic ‘gender tree’ to provide theoretical tools for
analysis of gender relations. The roots of the tree represented the
systems of power which shape gender relations, the trunk the values
and beliefs that sustain these relations, while the branches and leaves
symbolized the visible outcomes of these structures in women’s daily
lives. These three aspects were then applied to case studies of organ-
izations.

The next phase of the workshop was an analysis of the socio-
economic and political contexts within which gender relations exist, and
identification of spaces for effective challenges to subordination. Partici-
pants used paper, flowers, sticks and anything else they could find to
create collages and sculptures to represent the social forces at play in
these contexts. This formed the basis for planning by participants of
strategic interventions within their own contexts by means of individual
and group action. The interventions developed included formative think-
ing around the founding of a workers’ college for Cape Town, actions
by the African National Congress (ANC) Women’s League designed to
impact on the male-dominated ANC, and actions aimed at changing
gender relations within certain NGOs, universities and families.

The last major exercise before the close of the first workshop involved
practising specific assertive behaviours. In particular, participants prac-
tised what they would do and say on their return to work when
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confronted with dismissive and derisive comments from certain col-
leagues about being ‘bra-burning feminists’ and the like.

At the end of the first five-day workshop, the women undertook to
implement in their families and organizations the strategic interventions
they had developed and to return two months later to participate in the
second three-day workshop.

The second workshop focused specifically on developing gender-
sensitive educational skills and practices among participants. It presented
opportunities for design and facilitation of mini-workshops which
promoted gender awareness. Prior to the skills training, however, par-
ticipants examined the social construction of knowledge by analysing
the history and meaning of feminism, particularly ‘African feminism’
(Savane, 1990).

Participants offered a wide range of meanings given to the term
‘feminist’ by different women and men. Examples included:

— Some say a feminist is a woman with loose morals because she is
often single and doesn’t need a man

— She is not ‘well cooked’, not a whole woman

— She is someone who works for a culture of caring

— She has success in a man’s world because she is being like a man

— She is someone who has concern for human rights.

Participants then analysed why these divergent understandings had
developed. The last stage of the workshop involved ‘visioning’ activities
in which the women created an alternative vision of a society where
oppressive gender relations had been overcome.

In summary, there was constant shifting in the workshops between
personal, organizational and socio-political experiences and analyses.
There was constant movement between intellectual activity, emotional
expression, including the space to have fun, and strategizing about
changing the situations within which participants lived and worked.
There were processes of consciousness-raising, theoretical analysis and
practical skills training. Participants were engaging at one moment as
women, as black or white women, as rural or urban women, as older or
younger women, and as educators — educators with or without much
experience and educators working in very different contexts. The design
and the facilitation of the workshops strove to accommodate precisely
such movement across these dimensions, ending with plans to continue
to build solidarity among gender-sensitive and feminist adult educators
in South Africa. -
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Key themes

With hindsight it is clear that the approaches used in the workshops
resonated strongly with those described in the literature on feminist
pedagogy, including feminist popular education. The particular themes
that are debated within the literature and which have relevance for this
discussion are: consciousness-raising and the use of experience as a
basis for both social analysis and validating how women see their lives;
the acknowledgement of difference, including a particular focus on
racism, as a vital consideration in the design and facilitation of
educational workshops; social activism; and the position of the educator.
This section explores these themes, beginning with some background to
the literature on feminist pedagogy.

Feminist pedagogy Feminist pedagogy is part of and an elaboration of
critical pedagogy. Critical pedagogy in general is concerned with trans-
forming the position of the oppressed. Feminist pedagogy deepens and
extends this with a particular focus on improving the position of women.
It developed as a critique of critical pedagogy which in the past largely
ignored gender as a key social category (Ellsworth, 1989; Weiler, 19g1).

The theoretical discussions in English of feminist pedagogy seem to
have emanated mainly from the growth of women’s studies courses at
colleges and universities in North America and Western Europe. This
has limited much of the discussion to pedagogy within formal educa-
tional institutions with students enrolled in formal degree programmes.
"It has also constrained feminist pedagogy within the need to deal with
the contradictions and difficulties of work in formal institutions (Ban-
nerji et al., 1991). However, in Latin America, the Philippines, the
Caribbean and elsewhere, there is apparently vibrant dialogue around
feminist popular education.® An additional source of debate is the work
of ‘gender trainers’ in the area of gender and development (Population
Council, 1991).

Defining what feminist pedagogy is, in practice, is not easy. Weiler
(1991) states that it is easier to describe the various methods used than
to give a coherent definition. Briskin (1990) argues that feminist peda-
gogy speaks to the gendered character of the classroom and to the
curriculum. It is about teaching from a feminist perspective. She argues
that it is more than ‘good teaching’ and is concerned with contributing
to changing the subordinate position of women. Others (Weiler, 1991;
hooks, 1988; Women’s Studies Quarterly, 1987) agree that the key in-
tention of feminist pedagogy is to provide learners with the skills to
continue political work as feminists. Feminist pedagogy across the range
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of political perspectives — radical, socialist, Marxist, liberal and post-
modernist — echoes the struggles of its origins and retains a vision of
social activism. It usually reflects this critical, oppositional and activist
stance.

Consciousness-raising A fundamental aspect of consciousness-raising
is reliance on experience and feeling. During the 1960s and 1970s, as
women’s movements grew around the world, this focus on women’s
experiences came from a profound distrust of accepted authority and
truth. The need to challenge patriarchal structures, which had defined
common sense, meant that women had nowhere to turn except to
themselves. Another aspect of consciousness-raising was the sharing of
experience in a ‘leaderless’ group (Walters, 1989: 36), a process similar
to testifying in the black church in the United States and dependent on
openness and trust between those participating. The assumption under-
lying this sharing of stories was the existence of commonality among
women.

In Latin America, the consciousness-raising process has usually begun
with the cotidiano or ‘daily lived experience’. Doerge (1992: 9) elaborates
the importance of starting here, with the most immediate experience
and most known, including all aspects of life, at home, at work, in the
community, in organizations: ‘By focusing on social relations in the
cottdiano, all contradictions in society can be made evident.’

Consciousness-raising has also been closely linked to political action.
It has been seen as both a method for arriving at truth and an impetus
to organization and action. What was original in consciousness-raising
was its emphasis on experience and feeling as guides to theoretical
understanding, an approach that reflected the reality that women’s
subjectivities and the conditions of their lives were socially defined.
However, at some stages and in certain contexts, consciousness-raising
groups tended towards a loss of political perspective and too narrow a
focus on the individual, to the detriment of political activism.

Weiler (1991) has pointed out the contradiction in an approach that
treats experience and emotion as sources of knowledge, on the one
hand, while acknowledging, on the other, that both experience and
emotion are socially constructed. The resolution she offers is Lorde’s
argument that human beings are not completely shaped by dominant
discourses, that we retain the capacity for self-critique and may challenge
our own ways of feeling and knowing. When tied to a recognition of
positionality, therefore, validation of feeling can be used to develop
powerful sources of politically focused feminist education (and action).

Many feminist adult or popular educators in Latin America would
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agree with Lorde in all likelihood. They work actively to integrate the
emotions, the intellect, the body and the spirit in order to deepen
consciousness, reconstruct the self-esteem of individual women and build
solidarity among them. Body consciousness, spiritual connectedness and
acknowledgement of the importance of emotions are all seen as integral
to the conscientization process, according to Doerge (1992). In the United
States, Fisher (1987) has pointed out the importance of emotional ex-
pression in building a sense of community among learners, which in
many instances provides the basis for feminist pedagogy. Melamed (1991)
writes about the importance of reclaiming playfulness as a contribution
to serious learning by women. Clearly, there are many feminist educators
who argue for the importance of emotion in the pedagogical process.

The Cace workshops confirmed the validity of this approach.
Participants’ experiences and the feelings associated with them, explored
through stories evoked by household objects and ‘human sculpture’,
were important reference points throughout the workshops. They
provided the basis for the introduction of theoretical frameworks, for
the identification of commonalities and differences among the women,
and for building solidarity and a sense of a learning community. As
interpreted by participants, these experiences also provided the base
from which strategic plans were developed.

Significantly, the sharing of experiences in an atmosphere of mutual
trust placed ‘difference’ firmly on the workshop agenda. At the same
time it demonstrated in a profound way the existence of a degree of
common experience across such divides as colour, culture, age and
political ideology.

The question of difference Black women (Collins, 1990; hooks, 1988,
Carty, 1991; Aziz, 1992), post-modernist feminist theorists (Lather, 1991;
Luke and Gore, 1992) and critical Third World feminists (Sen and
Grown, 1987; Mbilinyi, 1992) converge in their critique of the concept
of a universal women’s experience. This notion of a unitary and uni-
versal category of women has been critiqued for its racist assumptions.
Recently, in addition, feminist theorists influenced by post-modernism
have pointed to the need to consider the social construction of sub-
jectivity and the ‘unstable’ nature of the self. They argue that it is when
individual selves are viewed as being constructed and negotiated, that
we can begin to consider what those forces are in which individuals
shape themselves and by which they are shaped. The category ‘women’
itself is challenged, as it is seen more and more as part of a system of
ideology. Critical Third World feminists point, also, to the imperialist
assumptions behind the notion of universal women’s experiences. Black
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women, lesbians and women from the Third World ground such
critiques on analyses of their experiences, which reveal that it is not
only sexism that must be considered and dealt with by feminist theory
and practice, but also racism, homophobia, class oppression and im-
perialism.

Investigation of the experiences of women leads to a view of the
world that both acknowledges difference and points to the need for an
integrated analysis and practice based on the fact that the major systems
of oppression are interlocking. Acknowledging the reality of tensions
and differences between women does not mean abandoning the goal of
social justice and empowerment for all women, but it does mean
recognizing that claims are contingent and situated and, at the same
time, turning a critical eye on how our own histories and selves are
constructed.

As hooks (1988: 25) argues: ‘“We need to work collectively to confront
difference, to expand our awareness of sex, race and class as interlocking
systems of domination, of the way we reinforce and perpetuate these
structures.” It is by these means that ‘we will learn the true meaning of
solidarity’, through a new. commitment to a ‘rigorous process of educa-
tion for critical consciousness’. hooks’s view is shared by others involved
in feminist pedagogy. We still look to consciousness raising as a key
element in the educational process, but we do so with a more developed
theory of pedagogy and an acute consciousness of the importance of
difference.

A complementary methodological approach to the question of
difference calls for coalition building. Diffference is recognized and
validated but so is the need for mobilization around common goals. As
Mbilinyi (1992: 27) argues, ‘coalition and the crossing of (class/gender/
race-ethnic) borders is necessary to successfully face the growing power
of the far right, nationally and globally’. Nevertheless, coalition politics
do not remove the need for marginalized people to get together to
‘formulate thought and theory that includes them and their experiences’
(Serote, 1992: 24). :

In planning the Cace workshops, which were run prior to the first
democratic election in South Africa in a context of continuing statutory
racism and minimal political space for challenging sexism, the organizers
felt that they could make few assumptions about the common ex-
periences of women in the country. Before the 1990 workshops there
had been very few occasions when women from diverse backgrounds
could explore their positions in any depth. The assumption was therefore
that there would be many different experiences and the design of the
workshop encouraged the expression of these differences.
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Various methods were used to create space for differences to be heard.
For example, during one session in the second workshop, participants
were divided into small working groups on the basis of racial classifi-
cation, that is, into white, coloured and black groups. This was done
with the consent of participants and as a way of acknowledging the
need to explore differences and commonalities in experience related to
race. Other differences, relating to factors such as age, political outlook
and educational level, surfaced at different times and in different ways
during the workshops. However, exploring difference in any depth clearly
takes time and time in the workshops under discussion was very limited.

The position of the educator The recognition that people are shaped
by their experiences of class, colour, gender, imperialism and so on has
powerful implications for pedagogy, in that it emphasizes the need to
make conscious the subject positions not only of learners but of educa-
tors as well. Feminist theorists in particular argue that it is essential to
recognize that we cannot live as human subjects without in some sense
taking on a history. The recognition of our histories necessarily implies
articulating our subjectivities and our interests as we try to interpret
and critique the social world. It requires educators to acknowledge their
power and privilege, although this will vary according to circumstance.
For example, those who have the power and authority to grade learners
in formal programmes will clearly be in a different position from edu-
cators in non-formal settings where grading is not an issue.

As Weiler (1991) remarks, feminist writings point to the need to
articulate and claim a particular historical and social identity and to
build coalitions on the basis of a recognition of the partial knowledges
of our constructed identities. Educators and learners need to recognize
and actively acknowledge differences while building solidarity in the
quest for the empowerment of all women. Thus, feminist educators are
involved in a particular form of Freirian dialogue with learners, re-
cognizing differences and commonalities of experience and knowledge
at different points. Doerge (1992: 14) puts it like this: ‘My role, as for
any feminist popular educator working across difference, is to listen to
women of other positions in the world, reflect upon our own privilege
and oppression, and act, with these women, so as to transform myself
and society.’

In educational programmes, an important way of taking into account
the differences among the learners and the educators/facilitators is to
ensure that the group of facilitators is representative of social differences.
While this strategy carries the danger of essentializing social categories,
it can be argued that it still has validity in the South African context.

O

[C |
40 BEST COPY AVAILABLE



E

TRAINING GENDER-SENSITIVE EDUCATORS IN SOUTH AFRICA/ 33

Social activism  In addressing women’s oppression, feminist pedagogy
operates from the assumption that the status quo must change. While
political activism is assumed in both Freire’s work and the literature on
feminist pedagogy, there is little discussion on what this might entail or
what theories of social transformation underlie particular forms of social
action. This neglect is being tackled by certain popular educators in
Latin America and Canada (for example, Arnold et al., 1991), and to
some extent by gender trainers whose primary concern seems to be with
achieving gender equity within organizations, projects and programmes.®

The meaning of social activism for feminist pedagogy clearly will be
shaped by the specific context within which it is operating. In many
situations, particularly within formal educational institutions, learners
participate as individuals. Social activism in these circumstances is
limited in most cases to the development of critical consciousness among
the individuals and in their individual interpretations of what they have
experienced. In informal educational settings, particularly when partici-
pants come from political, cultural, worker or other social organizations,
the curriculum can include space for detailed planning and strategizing
for collective social action. In certain situations the line between
education and social activism will be quite blurred.

The Cace workshops included sessions which involved planning for
personal, organizational and broader social change. Strategies for per-
sonal change included the practising of assertive behaviours at work and
in the family. On the organizational level, strategies were developed on
the basis of an analysis of what was needed to challenge women’s
subordination in each case. On a broader level, networking and the
building of solidarity among. participants were discussed as conscious
strategies for building the capacities of gender-sensitive and feminist
adult educators in the field.

An emerging curriculum?

Critical reflection on both the Cace workshops and feminist pedagogy
in general brings to light a number of issues for consideration in the
construction of a curriculum for training gender-sensitive and feminist
adult educators. The list may well be incomplete, as it is based largely
on experience in training women. It is unclear as yet what may be
required for the training of men and this lack of experience and theor-
ization is a major limitation of this chapter. The importance of training
men to challenge unequal gender relations cannot be over-emphasized
but I am unaware of literature that explores this issue in any detail.

Another difficulty in making general proposals relating to a cur-
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riculum is that they must stand in a vacuum, seemingly in contradiction
to the common knowledge that material conditions are key. For example,
the length of the course, the formal or non-formal institutional context,
the profile of the participants and so on will determine what is possible.
Nevertheless, I would argue that the issues discussed below will need to
be considered regardless of context, although the specific situation will
obviously shape how the issues are interpreted and addressed.

Consciousness-raising As has been argued above, educators need a
high level of self-consciousness if they are to deal constructively with
the content and the practice of gender oppression. They must be able
to locate and identify themselves within their own subjectivities, acknow-
ledge the interconnections between various social categories, and deploy
critical self-knowledge to ‘paint themselves into the picture’ when
dealing with learners’ legitimate questions as to where they stand in
relation to the latter and their issues (Arnold et al., 1991: 32).

Thus, educators need to go through processes of consciousness-
raising which enable them to confront their own experiences and under-
standing of gender relations, race relations and other relations that are
oppressive. '

Facilitation skills In order to be able to assist learners to identify and
work through their own experiences and understandings, educators have
to develop facilitation skills. Fundamental to the development of such
skills is the educator’s own prior experience of grappling with her (or
his) issues in a self-conscious way. In the training of adult educators,
there is thus a tension between two processes: the process of dealing
with one’s own issues, and the process of learning to help others do the
same thing.

It is important to recognize the difference between these two neces-
sary processes and to be conscious of when one or the other is operating.
There can be slippage between the two which can cause confusion.

Beyond this, facilitators have to be able to think on their feet, to deal
with emotional responses of various kinds, to integrate experience with
theoretical analysis, to shift between intellectual engagement, personal
feelings and the need to strategize. They need, finally, to be able to help
women develop the skills to assert themselves confidently and to chal-
lenge oppressive behaviour.

Feminist theories Educators need to be introduced to critical pedagogy
and to feminist pedagogy in particular. They need to be able to locate
themselves within and engage the various educational debates.
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In addition, if they are to help learners to make sense of their
experiences and to deepen their understandings of gender oppression,
educators need theoretical frameworks which can help them to unpack
the ‘common sense’ of gender ideologies. A theoretical understanding is
crucial to the planning of strategic interventions, whether in pro-
grammes, organizations or families, if actions are to be developed which
confront the fundamental issues which give men power over women. It
is not enough to tackle the condition of women; their position must be
dealt with also.

Thus, educators need an understanding of ‘the two pillars of patri-
archy’: the sexual division of labour and male control of women’s
sexuality. In the context of the new international division of labour,
which highlights the interconnections between women workers globally,
an international perspective and analysis are at least useful and possibly
essential (Hart, 1992). Educators also need to be able to deal with issues
relating to sexuality on both a theoretical and practical level.

While there are several competing feminist theories, a working know-
ledge of the different positions is important, as is an acquaintance with
the theories underlying Women in Development (WID) and Gender
and Development (GAD), particularly in relation to planning social
actions. WID emphasizes changing the conditions of women without
necessarily changing the relations between men and women. GAD
assumes that women are neither ‘the issue’ nor ‘the problem’ in develop-
ment and focuses on how relations between women and men are defined
and structured, with a view to transformation that enables equality.

Social transformation The need for action aimed at changing the
position of women is integral to educational programmes which chal-
lenge gender subordination. ‘Action’ refers both to theoretical analytical
work and practical implementation. Theories of organizational and social
change which are based on an understanding of the interconnections
between gender, race, class and imperial relations are crucial. Mbilinyi
(1992) argues, and 1 would be inclined to agree, that ‘critical third
world feminism’ provides an important theoretical frame.

A variety of strategies for social transformation have been developed
by feminists in programmes, projects, organizations and social move-
ments around the world. Knowledge of these various practices is
important if successful actions are to be designed and implemented.
There is a need to deepen collective analysis of feminist organizing
strategies within specific contexts, in order to enhance understanding of
the processes of social transformation and prospects for success.
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Difference and solidarity There is a need to acknowledge both differ-
ences and commonalities among learners and educators. Differences such
as social class, religio-cultural background, colour and age complicate
the building of solidarity, even among women who share an under-
standing of gender oppression. It is useful for the educator to be able to
work with all forms of oppression simultaneously, facilitating the
exploration of differences. In South Africa, educators need particularly
to be able to confront racism.

Being able to facilitate the building of solidarity is an important
aspect of the educator’s role, since the experience of challenging gender
subordination is emotionally charged and risky. Individuals and groups
need support to be able to sustain their commitment to change. For
most women, in addition to any organizational change it may reveal as
necessary, challenging gender relations means attempting to change very
personal relationships. This is often traumatic and there is a clear need
to build support networks, so that women can sustain each other in the
process of necessary but painful change.

Participation in design Decision-making in relation to the aims,
content and process of a programme is extremely important. There
must be space for differences to be acknowledged, a milieu in which
participants feel comfortable enough to participate, and a process for
setting up the programme that inspires confidence in those involved. In
the absence of such a respectful approach, dialogue across differences is
not possible, as Ellsworth (1989) notes. In addition, various techniques
for maximizing participation should be considered to enable the voices
of all to be heard.

Conclusion

This chapter has argued that adult educators who wish to challenge
oppressive gender relations must become self-conscious actors who re-
flect on their own privilege and oppression and act, alongside others, to
change both themselves and society.

In order to be able to do this, they need training which takes into
account the individual, organizational, societal and educational dimen-
sions of challenging the position and condition of women. Gender-
sensitive and feminist adult educators require educational skills,
theoretical understandings and commitment to social activism if they
are to make a difference. A start has been made in South Africa in the
development of training programmes for feminist adult educators. The
broad outline of a potential curriculum is emerging. However, much
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remains to be done, in terms of both evaluation of progress to date and
ongoing development for the future.

Notes

I wish to acknowledge the very useful comments made by colleagues at Cace
and Linzi Manicom in response to a first draft of this chapter and subsequently
by Lehn Benjamin. This chapter was first published under the title ‘Training
Gender-sensitive and Feminist Adult Educators in South Africa: An Emerging
Curriculum’ in Perspectives in Education, Vol. 15, no. 1, Summer 1993/94, and
I thank the editors for permission to publish it in this volume.

1. I refer to gender-sensitive and feminist educators in this chapter in ack-
nowledgement of the many South African women who feel uncomfortable with
the label ‘feminist’ because they associate it with North America and Western
Europe. My use of the term, however, follows Marie-Angelique Savane (1990).
She argues that for African women feminism is a hope, as it offers the conceptual
and methodological tools necessary for understanding their position and role in
the economy, for questioning the laws and taboos that legitimate oppressive tradi-
tional practices, and for organizing their liberation. Feminism, in this sense, is a
political commitment to ending the oppression of women as part of the struggle
to end all oppression. Sexist oppression cannot be separated from other oppres-
sions any more than a woman can separate her sex from, for example, her colour
and her class. They are all integrated and make up who she is.

2. I purposely use ‘quest for empowerment’ as Nelly Stromquist (1991) does,
since the empowerment of women will mean fundamental transformation of
social structures and this is unlikely to be brought about in the forseeable future.

3. [ use the terms ‘condition’ and ‘position’ of women as developed by Young
(1988). ‘Condition’ means the material state in which women find themselves:
their poverty, lack of education and training, excessive work burdens, restricted
access to modern technology and so on. ‘Position’ refers to women’s social and
economic standing relative to men. The condition of women is the subject of
much of the development literature on women, and most of the development
projects aimed at women focus on improving their condition through the pro-
vision of ameliorative resources, rather than by radically changing the structures
which underlie the condition. Thus, the emphasis on women’s condition has
inhibited a focus on the structural factors which perpetuate women’s position.
Clearly, both the condition and position of women need to be of concern to
adult educators who aim to ‘empower’ women.

4. One of the outcomes of the workshops was the production and publication
of a handbook (Mackenzie, 1991). The account of the workshops in this chapter
is a personal one and I accept that there could be various, differing accounts.

5. Doerge (1992) and Fink (1992), among others, have begun to make the
debates in Latin America accessible to English-speakers.

6. Gender training seems to be concerned with the implementation of
institutional strategies for achieving gender equity. There are a number of dif-
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ferent approaches. Some are based on notions of rationality: for example, you
need facts and figures to demonstrate that targeting women is a way of making
development processes more effective. Others recognize the need to deal with
people’s attitudes and values in order to change the environment in which they
work.
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Embodying feminist popular education
under global restructuring

DENISE NADEAU

I look around the circle of women at a church workshop on ‘Women
and Free Trade’. This is a small town in rural British Columbia. About
twenty are here, all of us white, most of us mothers or grandmothers,
some middle-class, some working-class. I see drooping shoulders, anxious
frowns and many bodies slumped in their chairs. These women look
tired and I sense they feel overwhelmed by the North American Free
Trade Agreement (Nafta) and the entire economic picture of cut-backs,
privatization, lack of affordable housing and day-care, and increasingly
part-time, low-paying work for women. The workshop is coming to a
close and I’'m not sure what to do.

I want to leave them with some sense of hope. I decide to take a risk.
I have learned a slogan in Mexico which women use in marches: ‘Women
struggling transform the world.’ I ask the group to get up and practise
saying the slogan, then practise yelling it, then lift their fists. At first
hesitant, the women stand up. Yelling is something they are not familiar
with but they are willing to try it. Suddenly the energy in the room is
transformed, the older women joining in with as much vehemence as
the younger. Fists raised, chanting, together we have taken a stand with
our bodies. The sense of powerlessness is broken.

I share this story as a way of naming what has been the central challenge
of my work as a popular educator in the last few years. I work in British
Columbia, Canada, with a variety of popular movement groups in both
rural and urban areas. Since 1987 I have been educating and organizing
around economic issues: free trade, the feminization of poverty, the
future of women’s work and women’s labour rights.

At a certain point I found my work was stuck. The women in my
workshops were not ‘moving to action’ in any real sense. The analysis
of global restructuring and free trade we were uncovering didn’t seem
to connect directly with our lives or give us a sense of hope. Usually the
opposite happened. The women felt powerless in the face of forces that
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seemed too large and too far away for us to have any impact on them.

However, using our bodies and voices at the end of the workshop in
British Columbia gave us the beginnings of a feeling that we had some
power. Despite the fact that the workshop participants were Christian
and presumably had a sense of hope from their spirituality, they had not
felt empowered to act. But standing up, yelling and lifting their fists had
allowed them to vent their feelings and get in touch with the energy
that sustained them.

This experience was about embodying the spirit, bringing to voice
and gesture our vision of transformation and our solidarity with other
women. I also realized this moment carried a significant lesson for my
own work: it was time seriously to explore how to integrate the body
more systematically into popular education.

Since that moment in 1991 I have been cautiously and gradually
shifting how I do this work. In this chapter I will share some of the
methods I have been using, especially in the area of educating and
organizing women around global economic restructuring. While I assume
that working with the body is working with the spirit, I have chosen to
focus here on the constraints and possibilities of incorporating body-
work in feminist popular education. I do so because very little has been
written on the role and function of the body in popular education.

"I am also using the term ‘body’ in a very specific way. While it has
many meanings, in this chapter I am referring to the physical body as a
site to which popular education must attend. As I argue below, it is
women’s physical body that is the primary site of struggle under the
global restructuring of capital.

My evolution as an educator has been connected to a realization of
the need to integrate my ‘private’ and ‘public’ lives. My interest in
body-work is rooted in a life-long love of dance. In the early 1980s I
realized that my modern dance classes were helping me to deal with a
very difficult personal crisis. The idea that dance might have a deeper
function than performance and exercise was new and exciting to me. |
then began to explore sacred and liturgical dance when I was attending
a Christian theological school. Using dance to explore and express sacred
texts and rituals reinforced my intuition that movement could both heal
and reveal. In the early 1990s I took a course in movement and healing,
a programme which helped me move through my internalized op-
pression,

These personal experiences of transformation are the sub-text of
my story as a feminist popular educator. The question of integration,
of linking mind, body, spirit and emotions, is a challenge I face as an
educator and a human being. Yet I am not alone in this. Feminist
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popular educators in Canada, Mexico and Central America are asking
similar questions and also experimenting with new approaches to
working with the body. Because many women’s organizations are now
linking internationally to fight the consequences of global economic
restructuring, we have been able to share and discuss these developments
in our educational practice. This chapter tells the story of some of
these approaches and the lessons I have learned and applied in my own
work.

The absent body

I have called myself a feminist since the early 1970s. In retrospect I
would describe what I did in the 1980s as ‘popular education with
women’ rather than feminist popular education. Because I named myself
a feminist, because the content was often women’s issues, and because
popular education is a democratic, inclusive and participatory method
that does not contradict feminist aims, I did not see a distinction for
many years. However, as I began to educate and organize around eco-
nomic issues with women, I found there were limitations in both my
theory and my practice.

I realized I was using a method that on the surface looked integrated,
looked as if it involved the whole person in learning, but in fact was not
and did not. In no significant way was the popular education I was
practising linking body and mind, spirit and emotion. In fact, by
emphasizing social analysis it seemed to reinforce the abstractness of
topics like free trade while also increasing women’s sense that ‘there is
nothing we can do about it’.

I define popular education as a method of group education and
organizing that starts with the problems in people’s daily lives. It then
moves through a process of critical analysis of common experience to
having the group look for and learn the resources and skills they will
need to solve their problems collectively.

Within this basic definition there are different approaches that vary
with culture, context and history. For example, there are significant
variations in how popular education is practised in the Philippines, South
Africa, Brazil and Canada. I myself had adopted a form of popular
education that developed in Central America in the late 1970s and early
1980s in the context of the Nicaraguan revolution. The theoreticians of
this movement were men and their analysis of oppression and their
vision of alternatives were defined primarily in terms of (male) partici-
pation in class struggle and national liberation movements. Because this
approach focused on the economic exploitation of the working class,
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with a strong emphasis on social analysis which was missing from my
middle-class, North American feminism, I embraced this form of
popular education uncritically.

In the last few years I’ve discovered that Latin American feminist
popular educators started to critique this traditional framework in the
mid-1980s (Doerge, 1994; Pineda, 1986). Not only did they challenge
language such as ‘the people’ and ‘the New Man’, which excluded
women by assuming a male generic, they also broadened the definition
of key social actors in response to the development of popular move-
ments in Latin America. The social movements that emerged in the
1980s were based in the neighbourhood and led by women. Feminist
popular educators quickly recognized that women, youth, the urban
poor and indigenous people were playing central roles in building
popular resistance and in creating alternatives located not in political
parties but in the social movements.

These social movements addressed such issues as violence against
women, sexuality, health, self-esteem and machismo as much as issues
traditionally understood as ‘political’: housing, clean water, electricity,
transport. In fact, by the late 1980s, feminist popular educators in many
countries were exploring sexuality, reproductive rights and domestic
violence with urban poor and rural and peasant women. As the impact
of structural adjustment programmes imposed in the 1980s began to be
felt, Latin American feminists also realized that traditional popular
education had failed to address the reality of women’s domestic and
community lives: the invisible ‘private’ sphere and the specific problems
and possibilities of women as workers both inside and outside the home
(Fernandez et al., 1g91).

It was on the basis of this perception, that traditional popular
education had failed to address the many sites where women confront
economic oppression, that feminist economists and theorists from the
South developed a gender analysis of global restructuring, now often
referred to as Gender and Development (GAD) theory. GAD analysis
has shown how the intersection of multiple oppressions — race, class
and gender as well as colonial history — has shaped women’s economic
subordination. It also uncovers how the exploitation of women’s un-
waged domestic and community work is built into the dynamics of
global restructuring. Traditional popular education, which emphasized
a structural analysis of the economic, political and ideological mechan-
isms of male workers’ exploitation, had not developed tools or a
framework for examining the complex realities of women’s daily lives.

Underlying this omission is a basic assumption about social change.
Popular education has usually stressed the development of critical
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analysis as the key to transformation. In other words, the belief is that
once the oppressed realize the nature and structure of oppression, they
will act to change it. However, I have found that people do not neces-
sarily take action once they understand their situation. I have seen
women arrive at a critical understanding of the dynamics of their
oppression but at the same time begin to feel overwhelmed and power-
less. The initial euphoria of making critical links was not translated into
action. I gained more insights into this pedagogical dilemma when I
read the writings of those American and Australian feminists whose
work has been labeled ‘feminist post-critical pedagogy’.

These writers have developed a critique of radical pedagogies like
popular education for their grounding in a ‘rationalist masculinist ideo-
logy’. In other words, they have been developed from the standpoint of
male experience and make universalist assumptions that are based on
norms most applicable to European, white, middle-class, Christian, able-
bodied, heterosexual men (Ellsworth, 1992). Underlying these pedagogies
is a belief in the rules of reason as the key to realizing the truths
necessary for liberation, and a ‘gendered division between male public
and female private, culture and nature, reason and emotion, mind and
body’ (Luke, 1992: 34).

For me, the key to overcoming this ‘gendered division’ has been the
body. Traditional popular education uses the body to some extent but
limits its function. While techniques such as sculpture and socio-drama
involve the body in collective representations, they primarily serve as a
distancing mechanism to help the group develop a collective analysis of
a problem that before seemed individual. The body is used as a prop.
Rarely are feelings debriefed and rarely is the body itself seen as a
source of knowledge.

In working at integrating the domains of body and mind, in adding
emotional, spiritual and physical knowing to the transformation process,
feminist popular education is making the link in its practice between
the private and the public. It attempts to access the deeper levels of the
human psyche where it is often determined whether people will act or
not. Women are involved daily in maintenance and care of the body: in
nurturing their families, transmitting culture, providing health-care,
preparing food and generally sustaining body and soul in family and
community. Much of women’s work whether reproductive work, pro-
ductive work, or community work, revolves around the body and its
needs. The political economy of women’s bodies revolves around
women’s work as consumers, sex partners, sex trade workers, free trade
zone workers, home workers, domestic workers, and as reproducers of
workers in their roles as mothers, teachers, nurses, day-care workers
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and so on. This labour is so critical that church and state try to manage
women’s bodies — their reproductive capacities and freedoms and their
sexualities. Men as individuals and groups try to discipline women
through rape, beatings, disappearances and murder, that is, through the
body. In many ways the body is the key site of struggle for women.

Starting from women’s experience

I am hurrying along a crowded Mexico City street, dodging street
vendors, carts and cars, trying to keep up with my companera from
Mujer a Mujer [Woman to Woman]. We are on our way to a workshop
on free trade which Mujer a Mujer is running with the regional women’s
committee of the Urban Popular Movement. She is discussing analysis
and strategy as we walk: ‘For women in Mexico free trade is already a
reality. Their lives have changed. Trying to stop this deal [Nafta] is
denying women’s reality. We need to look at different ways of organizing
that address this reality and that acknowledge what women are going
through and how women can struggle in this new framework.’

Soon we are entering the regional women’s committee building,
moving past a community kitchen space and upstairs to a cool dark
room where about forty women are gathered on low benches. On the
walls are several collective drawings done by the women, whose titles in
Spanish translate as ‘our health’, ‘our use of time’, ‘our community and
neighbourhood’, ‘our plans for our children’. This is the workshop on
Nafta and it has started from where women are hurting the most.

This visit to Mujer a Mujer early in 1992 was a turning-point in my
analysis and understanding of how we needed to organize women in the
context of free trade. In all my organizing in Canada against Nafta, I
had missed women’s daily reality. Since 1987 I had played the role of
bringing the ‘women’s perspective’ into coalition work organizing against
free trade deals, deregulation, privatization, workplace reorganization
and social programme cuts. Free trade was largely understood in terms
of its impact on paid employment — usually male jobs in resource and
manufacturing industries — and on sovereignty, democracy, the environ-
ment and social programmes. In the campaign literature or discussions
about free trade, women would then be added on to the list, as if we
weren’t integrally involved in all the other areas.

This framework affected how I did my education work. A group of
women would share what they knew about free trade and we would
then look at what it meant for women in terms of job loss, lower wages
and poverty. Yet large parts of women’s lives and daily reality — their
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unpaid work in the home, their family relationships, their responsibilities
in the community — were being excluded from this discussion of free
trade.

I learned in Mexico that women had been experiencing the impact
of economic restructuring with the imposition of structural adjustment
programmes since the early 198os. Like many women throughout the
world, Mexican women now have a triple or quadruple day, carrying
two or three part-time jobs or working in the informal economy as well
as in the home and in the community. Restructuring forced them to
increase their workloads to compensate for government cut-backs in
food subsidies, health-care, education and social services. Mexican
women know from direct experience that global restructuring is built on
the continued and increasing poverty and exploitation of women.

How to manage this triple (or quadruple) role is a critical issue for
women experiencing economic restructuring everywhere. Most low-
income women and many middle-class women must balance reproductive
work (childbearing and rearing, household maintenance), productive work
(income generation) and community management work (involvement in
community activities to fight for resources for community and families).
This applies to women in Canada as well as in the South, though women
in the North tend to have appliances and other consumer commodities
as aids in domestic work as well as a higher standard of living.

Restructuring often means that women must work longer and harder
at paid work, often for less pay and fewer benefits, and longer and
harder at home because of cut-backs in areas such as health, education
and social services. The pressure and stress on women increase as their
‘unseen’ labour is exploited. As they try to manage multiple roles,
women’s health is placed in jeopardy. Research with women in a low-
income neighbourhood in a city in Ecuador concluded that this pressure
divided women into three groups: those who were ‘coping’, those who
were ‘hanging on’ and those who were ‘burnt out’ (Moser, 1993).

It is at this level of daily life, where women are experiencing economic
restructuring differently to men, that we must start.

Popular education’s task is to help women understand their daily
situation within a structural or macro-economic analysis and to en-
courage them to explore what they can do to transform this daily reality.
The perspective of the triple role (women balancing reproductive work,
productive work and community management work) makes it possible
to go directly to the core of women’s daily lives: not only the pressures
they feel but also their dreams and fears for their children, their concern
for the safety and quality of living conditions in their neighbourhoods,
their difficulties in relation to finding affordable housing and feeding
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their families. These are areas close to women’s hearts and, I would
argue, close to women’s bodies. If we start economic literacy work from
these points, women can begin to see how economic policies relate to
their lives. These are the areas they have energy and passion for
changing.

When [ returned to Canada I experimented with the exercise whose
fruits I had seen in Mexico City. At a workshop with women belonging
to a women’s centre in a small town, I asked participants to break up
into small groups and discuss ‘our plans for our children’, ‘our use of
time’, ‘our health’; ‘our neighbourhood and community organizations’.
The women reported back with much excitement, using collective draw-
ings or skits, and in the ensuing discussion began to see the connections
between the changes they were experiencing and ‘far away’ economic
policies. In workshops for organized workers I substituted ‘workplace
organization’ for the fourth category to get at such issues as the in-
tensification of work in ‘total quality management’ or, more accurately,
‘management by stress’ schemes.

I decided to try more body approaches to these same issues when I
realized that the bodily stress that most women experienced in daily life
was a key to uncovering their situation. I have a ‘soft’ approach: guided
meditation. This involves group members first doing quiet breathing,
either sitting or lying down, and then using a visualization to lead them
to their intuitive knowledge. :

An exercise I have used is one adapted from an African workshop
about women and structural adjustment. Participants are asked to visual-
ize a normal day in their lives ten years back. The women are then
guided to move forward to the present and again to visualize a normal
day. After they come out of the meditation they share in small groups
how things have changed and why (All Africa Conference of Churches,
1992). The effectiveness of this approach is linked to the fact that
memory is activated in the semi-trance state induced by the breathing,
relaxation and quiet.

One movement exercise I use is adapted from a popular theatre game
called ‘twenty-four hours’. In this exercise participants use mime and
voice to demonstrate physically what they do over a twenty-four-hour
period. The animator ‘starts the clock’ and slowly goes through each
hour, asking the participants to act out with their bodies what they
might be doing at that hour. After the exercise, participants reflect on
their experience, what they felt and also what they observed of others
in the room.

“Twenty-four hours’ reveals the extent, complexity and intensification
of women’s work: how busy women are, how they have no time for
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themselves, and how they are often pushed to breaking-point. It also
reveals similarities and differences across class and race lines (taking the
bus or walking versus having a car). When used with men and women,
it shows the glaring differences between the lives of the sexes (men
playing darts and drinking beer between 4 and 6 p.m., while women are
frantically picking up children, shopping and cooking dinner). When
used with a group of paid workers such as hospital workers, it leads to
an analysis of workplace restructuring and how it is tied into economic
restructuring. It also can be used to identify areas members of the
group want to act on to help each other.

Another body exercise I have used is called ‘the triple role’. Each
participant takes out of a container a folded-up piece of paper on which
is written a triple role. For example: ‘You are cooking dinner while your
two-year-old is pulling on your leg, crying, and the phone rings with
someone requesting that you go over the workshop design for tomorrow.’
Or: ‘You are working in the cafeteria when a phone call comes from
your daughter’s school to inform you that she is sick, while your union
shop steward has just slipped you a note saying there is a meeting about
your grievance this afternoon.” At the count of three, participants mime
what is on their sheet and without speaking find others who are acting
out the same triple role. They group together, have a few minutes to
prepare and then present their scenario to the group. After all the scenes
have been presented and identified, the participants discuss how the
skits reflect their reality and what it means. Not only can this exercise
lead to a gender analysis of work and restructuring, but it also has led
to one group of women identifying ways to help each other to alleviate
the stress of the triple role.

The ‘collective body scan’ is another short exercise I have developed.
I read a list of physical symptoms or illnesses common to those who
experience high stress in the workplace. Participants, who are standing,
can slowly lower themselves to the floor as they recognize symptoms
they have, or they can choose to mime what each symptom feels like
and how it affects their bodies. This exercise is very effective in im-
mediately grounding the stress in participants’ bodies, thus bringing the
whole person to the ensuing discussion. It also extends the experience
of distress beyond the personal: participants realize that it is not their
individual inability to cope that is the cause of their pain but rather that
something larger is happening.

More and more feminist popular educators are choosing to start from
the physical symptoms of dis-ease or stress to get first at occupational
health and safety issues and then at global restructuring. An organization
called Women and Work based in Vancouver, Canada, holds occupational
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stress workshops to help women develop an analysis of how repetitive
strain injuries are linked to the restructuring of work. Another group
that has developed an educational programme around health, the triple
role and economic restructuring is the Grupo de Educacién Popular con
Mujeres (GEM) in Mexico City. Their programme is called ‘The Work-
ing Woman and Health’ and they use the slogan ‘Our health is not for
sale’.

Starting from the body and an analysis of the body’s centrality in
women’s daily experience of economics, women can discover the
gendered dimensions of global economic restructuring. But this is only
the first step in a much larger process. It is very hard for women to
move to action if they are ‘just coping’ or ‘barely hanging on’. With the
intensification of work dictated by restructuring, most women are usually
too tired, too stressed, too busy or too despairing to take on anything
more. The challenge for feminist popular educators is to explore what
we can bring to the educational process that can release, transform and
heal these feelings. This involves paying attention to the body in a
different way.

Claiming our bodies

Taller Educacion Corporal (Body Education Workshop) ... I immedi-
ately catch the title as I look at the notice-board in this Mexican hotel
where the ‘First Tri-national Conference of Women Workers Against
Free Trade and Economic Integration’ is taking place. I hurry down the
white-tiled hallway to a sparse lobby space where chairs have been
pushed back. About twenty Mexican women are standing in a circle. A
short, auburn-haired woman dressed in loose clothing stands in the
centre. She is about to begin a workshop on bioenergetics which she
uses in her work with women in the free trade zone along the Mexican
border with the United States of America.

I quickly join the circle and am soon swinging my arms, releasing
tension in my fingers and kicking out anger and frustration. As I look
around I see faces alert and alight with energy, some laughing with
pleasure, others focused and concentrated on these new movements.
This is not a group of middle-class professionals; beside me is an
indigenous woman from Qaxaca, across from me women from the urban
poor movement, and to my left union workers in telecommunications
and banks from Mexico City.

I soon feel energy and vitality throughout my body and I am excited
when our leader later shares the fact that this approach has become
central to how her group is organizing women in free trade zones. I
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realize that I had to ‘come all the way to Mexico to find the piece that
was missing in my own work in Canada.

It had never occurred to me to use bioenergetics in group work with
women, and certainly not with women in the free trade zone. Bio-
energetics is a form of body-work that focuses on releasing emotional
pain and other feelings that are often trapped in the body. It has been
developed and used extensively for individual therapy in middle-class
circles in Britain, Europe and North America.

The initial impetus for bioenergetics was the work of Wilhelm Reich,
an Austrian psychoanalyst who moved beyond traditional psychoanalysis
after realizing that social conditions were creating and maintaining his
clients’ problems. He began to focus on the body and on ways to release
blocks and enhance energy. Bioenergetics is a form of body-work
developed from his theory that held or repressed feelings have power,
and that when a feeling is freed it becomes possible to liberate not only
the energy of the feeling itself but the energy that has been used to
repress it.

The woman who led the body-work workshop in Mexico was from
the women’s programme of an organization called Service, Development
and Peace (Sedepac), which has been organizing with women in the free
trade zones on the border between Mexico and the US. It is very
difficult to organize through trade unions in these zones because the
women can easily be labelled, fired or otherwise victimized if they are
discovered ‘agitating’. The women are also extremely tired from long
hours of factory and family work. Sedepac therefore started to work
outside the factory with Christian communities and women’s community
groups. Its starting-points were women’s health issues and the role and
cultural identity of southern women who come to border towns as
migrants.

Bioenergetics was first introduced to help the women release their
pain, anger and stress and become more familiar with their bodies. Now
integrated into regular sessions, bioenergetics serves to build up women’s
strength and release energy for the struggle to improve economic and
social conditions in the maquilladoras or free trade zones. Given that
free trade zone factories are known to hire young women because they
are seen as more ‘docile’ than men or older women, the use of bio-
energetics could become one of the more subversive tactics of the new
modes of organizing.

When 1 returned to Mexico Clty in 1993 I discovered that the
women'’s committee of the Urban Poor Movement was also using bio-
energetics to ‘recover the political power of the body’ and as an integral

O

RIC



E

MC ' 59

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

FEMINIST POPULAR EDUCATION UNDER GLOBAL RESTRUCTURING/SI

part of its training of community health workers. I now use bioenergetics
to help women move beyond the feelings of despair and hopelessness
that often emerge when discussing global economic forces. I also use
simple techniques such as punching and kicking the air to release anger.
The discharge of these feelings helps participants to move on and also
frees creative energy for action.

Bioenergetics, guided meditation and exercises such as ‘twenty-four
hours’ are based on the assumption that the individual body is a source
of knowledge, insight and wisdom. Using such body-work and imaging
techniques is to work intentionally with the body’s wisdom in order to
link deep emotions to rational analysis. The result is often ‘embodied
insight’, a deep and often prior knowledge that cannot be accessed by
reason alone.

When education methods focus solely on the mind, the body-self
that has been silenced or locked away in denial is not permitted to
emerge. That silencing or denial is often at the root of the deep sense
of powerlessness which makes women feel unable to act. If popular
education fails to uncover these deeper levels of subordination, women
can continue to reproduce oppressive behaviour even while using the
language of liberation. But where the popular educator can draw on the
body as a resource, challenging internalized oppression becomes an
achievable goal.

Claiming our history

In North America many people have internalized a sense of futility,
a belief that nothing can change. This condition has been called ‘surplus
powerlessness’ (Lerner, 1991). Surplus powerlessness is created by the
structure of work and family life in a sexist, racist, classist society. One
of the consequences of the stated North American belief in meritocracy
is that many people blame themselves for the failures in their lives. This
self-blaming is reinforced by the dominant cultural forms which present
events in such an ahistorical way that people have no sense of being able
to enter history in order to change it; in fact, many people have no
sense of history at all.

One of the objectives of feminist popular education is to recover
women’s histories of resistance and struggle. Recovering our histories
of resistance functions at several levels in challenging powerlessness.
First it uncovers the ‘dangerous memories’ of victories, voice, strength,
and the power of saying ‘no’. Recovering historical memory helps to
build identity, affirming who we are, where we’ve come from and what
we might become. Because this remembering is done collectively, a sense
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of collective dignity and identity is developed which is critical to the
capacity of any group to believe that it can act in and on its present
historical reality. In fostering the development of an oppositional voice,
historical memory work is very subversive.

As a way of helping women to discover their own histories of
resistance, Mujer a Mujer ran training workshops for promotoras inter-
nacionales, organizers with an international perspective on women and
global restructuring, where women were asked to share stories of their
mothers’ and grandmothers’ lives. After this a feminist historian came
in to talk about women’s struggles in those periods.

I have developed a similar process: asking women to form small
groups and share stories of resistance to gender, race, class or colonial
oppression in the lives of their foremothers as far back as they can
remember. I then ask them to present their stories to a plenary session,
using image theatre (body sculpture) to represent common images of
resistance. In one session three women presented two powerful images:
one was the three of them sitting on the ground, their arms locked and
their heads held high in silence; the other was of them standing, each
holding high a candle. Their common historical memories of resistance
— as women of Jewish, Russian Doukabour and South Indian heritage —
was of passive resistance and the use of fire to fight the oppressor.

At other times I have invited workshop participants to create a dance-
poem, in other words, to use both words and movement to share a story
about their mother, grandmother or great-grandmother. We then talk
about the larger movements their foremothers were part of, or were not
part of because of oppression or privilege. I have found that encouraging
free movement often results in an extraordinary uncovering of memories
of female ancestors carried in the bodies of the women participating.

If historical memory is recovered with the body — through movement
and voice, drawing and story-telling — it is internalized at an emotional
body level. This means that the memory can be re-membered at other
times and places because it has become re-known at the level of the
body.

Rather than dwelling solely on the impact of global restructuring on
women, this work of recovering a hidden history allows women to replay
it with their bodies as part of the work of generating hope and
combating surplus powerlessness. For poor women, indigenous women
and women of racial and ethnic minorities who have struggled for
generations against a state that never really benefited them, this exercise
facilitates an approach to global restructuring that sees it not as defeat
but rather as a shift in the conditions of struggle.
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Challenging internalized oppression

The young woman is arguing with her father. He is yelling at her
that she should get a job and get off welfare. She is tearfully arguing
back, trying as calmly as she can to explain why she, as a single parent
with a two-year-old child, is on social assistance.

At this point the animator raises her hand to stop the dialogue. She
asks the young woman to identify some of the voices that are in her
head as she argues with her father. She asks her to pick some of the
other members of the group to represent these voices and to shape
these voices in different body positions around her. They replay the
scene again, this time with all the voices ‘activated’ (talking aloud).

This is a scene from a workshop with anti-poverty workers that I ran
with a Canadian popular theatre worker from the Alchemy Theatre
Company. The exercise is called ‘cops in the head’, a form of theatre
work created by Augusto Boal, the Brazilian activist who invented the
‘theatre of the oppressed’.

Boal lived in exile in Europe in the 1970s and 1980s. He observed
that, in contrast to Brazilians, most Europeans remained uninvolved in
political action. He concluded that one of the main reasons for this was
that people in Europe had internalized their oppression so completely
that the ‘cops’ were in their heads.

‘Cops in the head’ (and all the methods of the theatre of the op-
pressed) is premised on the belief that the mechanisms of oppression in
a society are reproduced and grounded in daily relationships: within the
couple, the school, the family, the factory or office. To counter the
internalization of oppression or dominance, we must first look to daily
life and uncover how these mechanisms operate there.

Thus, this form of theatre provides participants with a space in which
to act out a situation of conflict or oppression experienced in inter-
personal relationships. Using body sculpture and the bodies of other
participants, the central character builds images of the voices in her
head that prevent her from doing what she wants to do. The process
involves exploring the origin and history of these voices and connecting
them to the social structures (school, family, religious institution) they
reproduce.

The next stage of ‘cops in the head’ involves creating counter-voices
and accompanying body images capable of altering the original dynamic
of oppression. The central character learns how to replay the scene.
While one person’s story may be the starting-point, the collective ex-
perience of the group is reproduced in that story. The process socializes
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individual moments of disempowerment and creates a collective moment
of power.

Because women often function primarily in the relational and inter-
personal spheres, ‘cops in the head’ is useful in providing women with
a way to make connections between the struggles of their personal
relationships and larger structures and dynamics. Thus, the workshop
participant who acted out the oppression suffered by a young woman on
social assistance was able to replay her family drama with voices offered
from the group. These included ‘welfare is a right’, ‘raising my child is
a valuable social act that needs to be financially recognized by society’
and ‘I am OK just the way I am’. By shifting her physical stance as well
as her ‘voices’, the woman experienced how to think and act differently
in a situation where she had felt oppressed.

Many techniques of the theatre of the oppressed are useful in work-
ing on economic literacy. Sculpting, creating images of oppression,
forum theatre (a play that re-creates a story of oppression after which
the ‘spect-actors’ are asked to replay the scene, offering solutions), ‘cops
in the head’, are all approaches that assume that working with the body
can create change. In using these forms of theatre, as well as other
forms of creative expression, I share Boal’s belief that ‘if the oppressed
herself, and not a surrogate artist, performs an action, the action, per-
formed in a theatrical fiction, will allow her to change things in her real
life’ (Boal, 1990: 40). If, as Boal believes, theatre of the oppressed is
‘rehearsal for revolution’; then engaging the whole person in educational
work is critical for any real change. .

Embodying alternatives

The animator now gives the group its next task. The women are to
discuss the conditions of their struggle in ten years, that is, what their
struggle will look like in the various areas they are organizing in now:
health, education, housing, basic food supplies and so on. Each group is
to present its conclusions in a soap opera or television advertising format.

The women are excited about this task and eagerly break into their
small groups as we watch from the corner. The two of us are here in
Mexico City, observing this workshop on free trade with urban poor
women as representatives from Women To Women Global Strategies, a
group in Canada involved in making international links between women.
Suddenly the animator moves over to us and invites us to prepare a skit
on where our struggle in Canada will be in ten years.

We set about our task with reluctance. Slowly we realize with some
dismay that we can’t envision our struggle in ten years! Not only are we
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unable to come up with anything now but we have never even asked
ourselves this question!

This was perhaps my most painful lesson from Mexico: that I, and
many of my companions, had been so caught up in a defensive mentality,
always reacting to the agenda set by corporations and neo-liberal govern-
ments, that I was unable to project what the struggle would look like if
we set the agenda ourselves. I remember a friend who taught me about
theatre of the oppressed quoting Salverson (1993: 157-8):

Activists ... tend to be thinkers and doers. Too much time in the emotional
realm is considered frustrating, and artistic and cultural activities are fre-
quently tolerated as add-ons, extras that get cut when time is short. But
avoiding the emotional body and the unpredictable territory of play robs us
of valuable information. Ultimately, neither feeling nor thinking understand-
ing alone will take us far towards re-imaging and realizing a different world.

In focusing solely on linear problem-solving and ‘strategic analysis’ we
had lost our ability to dream. In concentrating only on trying to in-
fluence political parties, governments and the International Monetary
Fund, we had missed the possibilities for change in daily life and in the
social movements that women are part of.

The task of creating alternatives must draw on a range of resources,
including humour, the body and playfulness. The television skits the
Mexican women presented were funny, creative and moving. In one, a
TV advertisement, two women were walking down the street when
suddenly one clutched at her chest and sank to the floor. Her companion
immediately gave her cardio-pulmonary resuscitation (CPR) and within
a few minutes she regained consciousness. Two other women appeared
on the scene and gave the patient some medicinal herbs. The narrator
then informed us that the women in this neighbourhood had all been
trained in first aid and herbal medicine and were setting up a community
health clinic.

In another, a soap opera, a housing co-operative eventually won a
long struggle to receive direct credits from the World Bank for con-
structing their own building. A third group used a television advertise-
ment format to present the rallying song of a coalition consisting of a
teachers’ union, a parents’ union and a students’ union united to fight
educational cut-backs and demand community control of the schools.
This envisioning session was then followed by an identification and
analysis of the steps necessary to accomplish these conditions of struggle
ten years ahead.

When I returned to visit the women’s committee in Mexico City two
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years later, I met two women who were training community health
workers in first aid, herbal medicines and body-work, a direct result of
the first vision at the workshop.

What we observed in this session was women’s ability to develop
alternatives that were based on their concrete needs and their specific
contexts and which gave them access to and control over local resources.
There was a sense of practical realism here, but also a sense of hope,
and a feeling that the women believed they could accomplish their
dreams despite tremendous obstacles. The women’s sense of their
personal authority and collective power was able to develop through
expressing their creativity and being free to act, draw, dance and sing
without self-consciousness.

I have developed further this exercise of embodying the future by
having participants dance or move to express the transition from the
present to their future dream. I do this before analysis to help partici-
pants avoid the tendency to move to abstract proposals or to name
actors or actions they are not part of.

I have found many helpful tools for this work of exploring alternatives
in the ‘creative expression method’, an approach developed at the Tam-
alpa Institute in California in the United States. This is a group process
that involves working with three levels of the self: the physical or
kinaesthetic, the emotional and the mental. Participants make drawings
of problem areas in their lives, enact these drawings in movement
(involving the drawer and other group members), and finally use creative
writing in a process aimed at facilitating the release of unconscious
material and connecting the individual’s inner experience to external
expression (Halprin Khalighi, 1989).

Individuals may express their resolution of conflicts or identify new
directions in a final dance performance; groups may express their resolu-
tion in a collective performance or ritual, an approach used extensively
with groups of people suffering from Acquired Immune Deficiency
Syndrome (AIDS). The creation of ritual, collective forms of expression
to engage deeper meanings, allows for spiritual moments of connection
and communion that can give clarity and strength to the work of trans-
formation.

Questions and challenges

My experimentation with approaches such as bioenergetics and the
creative expression method reflects one of the most significant challenges
to feminist popular education: how to use, incorporate and transform
healing approaches that have been developed for working with in-
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dividuals. If we do not take healing work seriously, we are failing to
involve the whole person in the process of transformation. This applies
especially to educating and organizing around the economic conditions
of women’s lives, an area which is the source of much internalized
oppression and emotional pain.

An issue raised by this is the relationship between therapy and
popular education. I think that the type of body-work I have described
here is not therapy and that there is a clear boundary that separates
embodied popular education from therapy. Popular education is an
education and organizing practice that works with groups and is con-
cerned with collective problems and collective transformation. Healing
work in this context is part of a larger social project. Individuals don’t
do their personal work in the group. If a woman’s deep emotional issues
are ‘triggered’ during group work, I talk with her outside the workshop
and refer her to a trained counsellor.

The fact that participants may express feelings as a result of using
their bodies does not necessarily mean that we have entered therapeutic
territory. It is important for participants to tap into feelings in order to
be able to move on in the process. Unlike traditional popular education
which reinforced the mind-body split by disallowing feelings in the
learning experience, feminist popular education facilitates the expression
of feelings. When there is emotional release, physical release often occurs
also and, in turn, there is a mental release that allows thought patterns
to shift and open for new insight. This process is necessary for trans-
formation.

However, the fact of the difference between feminist body-work and
therapy underscores the importance of addressing questions of risk and
safety when engaging the body in popular education. Many women feel
discomfort with their bodies because of disability or negative body
images caused by Western media stereotyping of the ideal female body.
Many may feel it difficult to involve the body because of experiences of
sexual abuse or assault. It is important to recognize these difficulties
and to consider gentle ways of helping women to become more attuned
to their bodies, for example, simple breathing exercises. It is also im-
portant to negotiate agreements at the start of group work that create a
sense of a safe space and, equally, a sense that it is acceptable for
participants to do only what feels right for them.

The issue of disability should be addressed directly, whether or not
there is a visibly disabled person in the group. Embodying transforma-
tion is based on the idea that all bodies carry wisdom. Affirming this, in
opposition to the notion that there is only one norm for a ‘normal’
body, is the first step in building an analysis of disability which able-
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bodied people need as much as the disabled. Building wholeness involves
accepting our bodies as they are — fat, thin, paraplegic, old, tired, weak,
infected with viruses — as part of the process of resisting the tyranny of
‘the normal’ and moving on to learn what each of our bodies can teach
us in each of our contexts. Many exercises can be adapted for people
with disabilities; new ones can be developed in consultation with those
trained in movement and play therapy with the disabled.

Finally, there is the question of sensitivity to cultural differences. A
Chinese Canadian woman I co-facilitate with prefers to use Tai Chi
instead of bioenergetics, especially when she works with predominantly
Asian Canadian groups. A South Asian women’s group in Vancouver
uses bhangaraghidda dance for energizing and revitalizing the group. In
Southern India feminist popular communicators are using Bharatanat-
yam dance forms to activate the creative energy of women for both
resisting oppression and creating alternatives (Bhasin and Menon, 1983).

Conclusion

The body is much more than a tool which we must periodically wake
up, energize or refuel in the educational process. Rather, it holds some
of the keys to both analysis of present circumstances and identification
of the future direction women can take to meet their needs and regain
control over their daily lives.

An understanding of the centrality of our bodies to our daily lives,
in other words, an understanding of what I have called ‘the political
economy of the body’, allows us to find concrete starting-points for
women to develop a gender analysis of global restructuring. Using
certain forms of body-work that release energy, and using voice in
chants, slogans and yelling, help to build a sense of authority and
collective power.

Using exercises that reach back to historical memories connects
women’s bodies to their past and future. Processes that access deeper
levels of internalized oppression, such as theatre of the oppressed and
creative expression methods, function to disrupt unconscious patterns
and create new possibilities for expression, vision and action. Using
dance of many varieties simply to express freedom, power and joy, or
lament, pain and loss, creates energy for transformation. All of these
approaches contribute to building women’s sense of both individual and
collective agency. .

Embodied feminist popular education reaches women where they live,
at the level of daily life. It counters the everyday powerlessness in-
dividual women experience by freeing the emotional body, breaking down
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the internal walls that block energy for action. On a collective level, the
creation of a sense of embodied awareness and creative energy can fuel
the capacity to organize and resist. If women recognize rather than
ignore their bodily discomfort on a daily basis, and identify what gives
them joy and passion both in the home and in the workplace, they can
organize with others around this sensitivity. The body then becomes the
key or sign for transforming daily experience.

Feminist popular education is defined by the way it encompasses
every dimension of women’s lives. Its methods integrate the emotional,
physical, spiritual and mental dimensions and can be used with men as
well as with women. In doing this it challenges traditional popular
education to broaden its understanding of social change. Social change
involves a transformation of the whole person and of the collective at
the level of body and spirit. It is this combining of feeling and
rationality, of personal and political realities, of private and public, of
the household economy and the market economy, that makes popular
education feminist. In embodying this integration we reclaim the body
as a form of language, life and knowing that we have too long neglected
in our work for social transformation.
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Holding the space: gender, race and conflict
in training

MICHELLE FRIEDMAN AND
COLLEEN CRAWFORD COUSINS

Relations of power and control are of central significance to any feminist
(or democratic) project and by extension to any debate about the
relationship between popular education and gender. How to understand
such relations and how to transform them when they are oppressive is
a key task for feminists. One way to explore and comprehend this
slippery terrain is through rigorous reflection on practice or action.
Such an approach shifts us from a mode of ‘having to be right’ and
wanting to ‘do things better next time’, since each experience is valued
for what it brings.

In February 1993, we' were responsible for organizing and running a
seven-day workshop in Natal, South Africa, which focused on partici-
patory methods for community development. We did this, in response
to requests from female field-workers and researchers for ‘methods to
work with women’, as part of the gender task group of a national
network of nine service organizations focused on land and related issues,
which primarily service rural constituencies.

The workshop participants were field-workers and researchers em-
ployed by the network. The twenty-six individuals at the workshop
represented a diversity of experience and identities in terms of race,
class, gender, age, ethnicity and urban or rural background. Diversity
was also reflected in the wide spectrum of first languages and levels of
formal education among the participants. Including the artist and the
administrator, eleven women and fifteen men were present. The racial
split at the workshop was twenty-one black people (six women and
fifteen men) and five whites (one man and four women, three of whom,
including ourselves, were facilitators).

The workshop was held during a period of heightened tensions within
the country’s political history and it, too, was marked by a high degree
of conflict. There was a struggle for control of the workshop between
some participants and the facilitators, in the sense that resistance to the
design and flow of the workshop became more and more marked; there
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was conflict between men and women; and on the fifth day the process
was interrupted by, or gave rise to, a field-workers’ emergency meeting
from which the facilitators were asked to excuse themselves. At this
meeting race and power relations within the network were discussed
and a committee elected to convene a field-workers’ forum within the
network at large. Thereafter the workshop continued more or less as
planned, but with continued contestation and power plays at every level.

The workshop was an intense experience for all of us. There are
probably as many stories about it as participants. For the purposes of
this chapter, however, our reflection on the workshop is intended to
explore two important assumptions in our understanding of gender.
The first perceives gender as a central dimension of power; that is, in
every society, access to power, resource flows and roles are powerfully
conditioned by gender.

In South Africa today our collective view of what it is to be male and
female feeds into and helps to justify different and unequal resource
flows to women, different and unequal access to knowledge and power,
and different and unequal rights and room to manoeuvre as social actors.
This is so despite the fact that women are not passive victims of these
social processes: they constantly resist, manipulate and rework their
constraints in their struggle to create and appropriate space for them-
selves.

The second assumption acknowledges, however, that gender is always
situated in a context. The problem with focusing on gender inequity in
field-work, training or planning is that we don’t seem to experience
gender in isolation from, or before, other forms of difference in social
life. Gender, race, class, culture, language, history are among identities
constructed and experienced in interrelation, and each difference makes
a difference to the way we experience ourselves and each other.

In this chapter, we examine our assumptions through an analysis of
two central themes. One concerns the extent to which participatory
methodologies address social dimensions of power. The second involves
an analysis of gender in context, by means of reflection on our own
understanding and learning, as well as on ourselves as facilitators in
relation to the group and the wider context of the country. Our own
identities were part of the dynamic we had to work with. Relations
among trainers, and between trainers and participants, are part of the
training terrain in gender relations and thus germane to any project of
challenging subordination (see Matlanyane-Sexwale, 1994).

We begin this chapter by presenting a brief outline of why we held
the workshop and why we think participatory methodologies are useful
for working with women. We define some of our initial assumptions and
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the stated objectives of the workshop. The second section narrates part
of the story of the workshop. Finally we reflect on what we think
happened, and the challenges that face facilitators in such conflictual
training situations.

Context

Member organizations of the network work with rural communities
— victims of forced removals, farm workers, labour tenants and the
residents of informal settlements — to promote social justice in relation
to access to and control over land. At the time of the workshop, only
one of the network members worked specifically with rural women’s
organizations but was keen to see this interest grow in the rest of the
network.

During the 1980s the network had emphasized the rural reclamation
of land and the struggle for more secure land rights. In this context,
people dispossessed by apartheid legislation (whether freehold title
holders or tenants, women or men) were able to stand relatively united
against an external enemy, on the initiative of an emergent leadership
which mobilized external support in a situation of crisis. However, the
cracks between different interest groups within ‘the community’ were
papered over, and dominant perspectives of the issues tended to emerge
from a male élite, entrenched in leadership positions within organizations
which seemed fragile and weakly rooted.

Now that land is being successfully reclaimed, the complex social
relations in such communities can no longer be ignored by service
organizations committed to principles of equity. Field-workers’ abilities
to facilitate negotiation between diverse interests and to develop local
institutional capacity are now seen as centrally important.

Changing roles and perceptions The unbanning of the major players
in the liberation movement in the early 199os marked an important
turning-point in the political culture of South Africa. Intense anti-state
struggles began to give way to the politics of negotiation. In the 1980s
most individuals within the network probably saw themselves as political
activists, rather than development practitioners supporting the oppressed
and dispossessed in their struggles, and as allied in some way or other
with the broad liberation movement. Since the era of negotiations, many
more workers in non-governmental organizations (NGOs) have started
to think of themselves as development practitioners doing development
work. They are struggling to identify and create new roles for themselves
and new ways of understanding social and political process.

The discourse of development has now replaced the discourse of
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struggle. One reason for this is that issues no longer seem so un-
equivocally clear-cut. ‘The enemy’ is harder to identify and there is
more space for different interests (for example, those of women or
tenants) to be articulated. NGO workers and political activists have had
to negotiate with and serve on structures which include government
officials and representatives of big business, while the protracted negoti-
ation process brought to the surface the constraints on a radical land
redistribution programme or on nationalizing the mines.

For some people, belief in a political formula or blueprint waned
after the collapse of the Soviet bloc, opening space for a variety of
strategies and approaches to liberate the energy of the oppressed. The
post-colonial experiences of other countries in the region in relation to
the provision of social services such as education, water and sanitation,
health and transport, are likely to become more relevant.

Methodology in context The methods that were central to the work-
shop had been developed and refined in post-colonial countries in Asia,
Latin America and Africa as part of a progressive rural development
initiative that aimed to reverse the flow of resources away from dislocated
and dispossessed rural people. The paradigm holds that, while land
reform and institutional change are necessary for rural development to
take place, also essential are interventions which aim to support rural
people’s development of ‘optimal capacity for self-reliance’ to discover
and exert the power which is already in them for constructive action
(Srinivasan, 1992: 3).

Participatory Rural Appraisals (PRAs), participatory research initi-
atives, Sarar? ‘training of trainers’ workshops and field-work directed
towards community action are all points along this continuum. In other
words, participatory tools and methods are a necessary, if not sufficient,
component of rural development.

From this perspective it is well recognized that the rural poor are
overwhelmingly concentrated in the South and that women are poorer
than men. The validity of indigenous technical knowledge and the value
of ‘listening to the people’ so that appropriate solutions can be generated
‘from below’ are stressed. The notions of ‘rural communities’ and ‘com-
munity development’ are still powerful, although approaches which
concentrate -on differences such as gender or class, disaggregate rural
groups and recognize community development as a contested terrain.

Participatory development methodologies implicitly challenge single
‘right’ solutions by encouraging multi-vocality and tolerating ambiguity.
In other words, these approaches recognize that the question of power
is at the heart of social process; that there are many more than one
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right answer to every question; that anyone who holds out for only one
answer probably has a particular interest in control; that both questions
and answers depend on whose voices are heard; and that when enough
different voices state and restate a problem we go some way towards
changing things. A certain understanding of the politics of development
is implicit in such an approach.

The burning necessity to resolve the ‘national question’ — to confront,
resist and remove white domination — has tended to relegate differences
among the ranks of the oppressed (such as class and gender) to second
place. Although in recent years some women (and men) in positions of
power and influence in the liberation movement have considerably
widened the political space for the discussion of the oppression of
women, many people experience any discussion of gender politics as
highly divisive.

In a political tradition of mass mobilization, the unity of the op-
pressed has been greatly valued. Given that political division — ethnic,
geographic and ideological — is rife in South Africa, and that white
feminists have been prominent in raising the gender question (see Barrett
et al., 1985; Beall, 1982; Bozzoli, 1983; Bradford, 1984; Cock, 1980;
Cock et al., 1983; Walker, 1982), this reaction is understandable. How-
ever, this unity is obtained at the price of silencing many voices.

Elsewhere, the United Nations Decade for Women played some role
in opening the space for women’s voices. However, South Africa’s formal
exclusion from the international community meant that many of the
debates and experiences popularized during the decade did not reach
most South African NGO workers.

At the time of the workshop, the network, in common with many
other NGOs, contained diverse views on the question of gender. Some
individuals welcomed the training opportunity and were able to use it to
pursue their own concerns about women and gender. Others were
adamant that. gender is a ‘white woman’s issu¢’, an imperialist import
being imposed upon them by funders. The fear was often expressed
that pursuing the issue of gender oppression in rural community work
would create conflict by imposing ‘outside values’ on communities.

The legacy of apartheid NGOs and service organizations established
during the 1980s in South Africa did not escape the apartheid legacy.
The problem, as identified by field-workers at the workshop, was that
most blacks in the network were field-workers while whites controlled
and occupied most of the policy research and co-ordinator positions,
key positions in terms of decision-making and power.

Because the origin of the workshop was the gender task group, only
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one of the male participants had been involved with the planning and
the determination of the content of the workshop. ‘Other people felt
they just came to the workshop because they were asked to do so,
without any background to the workshop.” These dynamics around race
and power, together with the lack of communication within the network,
obviously impacted on the workshop.

International context The final contextual point we will reference is
the tangential relationship of South African development workers to
international "development debates. Participatory approaches grew out
of a critique, developed in the 19705 and 1980s, of the failures and
shortcomings of development approaches which had been utilized in
newly independent countries. The radical absence of a popular rural
development strategy ‘backed by the state meant that the development
experience of extension workers was limited in both scope and scale.}
Because of our history, South Africans have not had these experiences.

Why Sarar? We chose to focus our training intervention on the Sarar
approach for a number of reasons that are linked to our assumptions
about participatory methodologies and about gender as a power relation.

As a training and development approach, Sarar claims to facilitate
‘transcending behaviour’. What is envisaged is not so much a solution
for every problem as facilitation of a process which aims to reverse the
vicious circle of low self-esteem and feelings of powerlessness which
feed into oppression and domination. Sarar aims to support the growth
of self-esteem by facilitating ‘learning events’, which encourage people
to develop their creative and analytic capacity to identify and solve
problems. The emphasis, as in other participatory approaches such as
PRA, is on an active ‘partnership in development’ between community
member and outside development agent.

Implicit in this paradigm is the perception that knowledge is local,
multiple, situated and negotiated, and that certain kinds of problems
cannot be solved but only outgrown. Development, then, is as much
about personal growth as political organization (the political is personal).

Where control, rationality, rigidity, domination, subordination and
hierarchy are hegemonic ways of operating, subordinated groups struggle
for space to speak or, worse, accept silence without a struggle. The
seamless web of a dominated discourse denies that there is a silencing:
some people choose not to speak because they have nothing to say.
Although both women and men may operate in these ways, one general
effect of gender domination and oppression is that women are typically
awarded, or claim, less space and time to participate in the planning
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processes of social change and development. Depending on the social
group, men defined as ‘less powerful’ because of race, class, language
and so on, might take this ‘female’ role.

Participatory methods such as Sarar aim to awaken individual
creativity and mobilize the resources of the group for change. Creativity
awakens the courage to envision and practice new solutions to old
problems.

This approach is both relevant and difficult in many rural settings
where individual creativity is not particularly valued unless it is chan-
nelled into traditional forms or solutions which have survived the test
of time. What is emphasized is the value of the collective over the
individual, age over youth, and men over women.*

The Sarar approach asserts that new solutions to some of the chronic
and pernicious problems of rural poverty can be facilitated by designing
group-learning experiences using materials and activities which en-
courage people to express their feelings, attitudes and beliefs; by making
the unconscious conscious through drawing, mapping, enacting, telling
stories, recounting experiences and passing on information; in short, by
‘holding the space’ for the greater participation of traditionally marginal-
ized and silenced people, women and men.

We therefore felt that it made sense for field-workers who would
increasingly be called upon to facilitate development processes to develop
a range of these skills and attitudes. The participatory, materials-based
Sarar approach seemed to be appropriate in this context.

A ‘resistance to change’ continuum, shown in Figure 3.1, is a Sarar
tool. This model suggests that people may resist change for reasons
which range from inability to see the problem, to (possibly well-founded)
distrust of the extension worker, fear and lack of self-confidence and
self-esteem, fear of loss of power and influence, or the loss of a known
evil and its hidden advantages.’ The Sarar approach asserts that the
desired change in behaviour cannot be induced by exhortation or transfer
of information unless the group or individual is at the point on the
continuum (5) where a certain level of resistance to change has been
named and overcome. This approach also assumes that field-workers
and extension staff need to work on the experiential level with these
tools before using them in community work with rural people.

We entered the workshop expecting to share with the participants our
understanding of and enthusiasm for some well-tried and tested materials
and approaches for maximizing community participation in development
processes. By holding the space for multi-vocality, we were consciously
concentrating on developing skills relevant to working with power
relations ‘out there’. By demonstrating the power and relevance of
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7 D'm willing to demonstrate the solution to others and advocate
change

I’m ready to try some action

I see the problem and I’m interested in learning more about it
There is a problem but I’'m afraid of changing for fear of loss
Yes, there is a problem but I have my doubts

There may be a problem but it’s not my responsibility
There’s no problem

= N W 4

Figure 3.1 Sarar resistance to change continuum
Source: Srinivasan (1990: 162)

activities and materials that encouraged more voices to be expressed from
the field, we also hoped to encourage field-workers to experiment with an
approach where listening outweighs talking or leading or giving input.

With respect to gender training, we deliberately chose a neutral,
inclusive focus for the workshop: how to work with marginalized groups
in general by using participatory methods and visual materials. Part of
the reason for this approach was that the network focuses on land
struggles rather than on working with women. Many of its current staff
are men and the notion of a specific gender focus is not popular with
everyone.

Part of our strategy was to choose activities in which the content was
appropriate to the participants’ work contexts. Gender dynamics or
issues were likely to emerge from a particular scenario and we would
then encourage the group to debate the outcome. The advantage this
approach offers is that gender relations can be contemplated in their
complexity as they relate to and intersect with other social relations.
The situation is not contrived and it can serve as a model for the field
situation.

The workshop objectives® clearly reveal the assumptions we made
about the efficacy of the Sarar approach in facilitating working with
women.

Assumptions of participatory methods While not all participatory
methodologies attempt to tackle existing social power relations, educators
working for social change do so self-consciously. Workshops using par-
ticipatory methodologies can provide contained venues where participants
can explore and confront power relations through practical activities
within the training process. Some assumptions about power that seem to
operate in these contexts include:

— Power is bad when ‘oppressors’ have it but good when the ‘oppressed’
get it or win it;
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— A good participatory workshop is one where participants control the
process and facilitators give up power;

— Talking a lot in small groups or in plenary sessions is considered
‘high’ and sometimes ‘dominating’ participation while silence is
viewed as non-participation;

— A good workshop is a happy workshop without any ‘destructive’
behaviour;

— Facilitators should manage the workshop in such a way as to address
structural inequalities (a kind of affirmative action);

— Participants should be divided into small groups by workshop facili-
tators so as to create space for dominated groups (for example,
separate women'’s groups);

—In the de51gn of the workshop and the process of facilitation, the
participants’ own experience should be affirmed and acknowledged
and the participants’ own backgrounds should provide the content,
or, as Arnold et al. (1g91: 38) put it: ‘start with the experience of
participants; look for patterns; add new information and theory;
practise skills; strategise and plan for action; apply in action; review.’

We went into the week with some of these assumptions. Struggles
for power, it seemed to us, should be facilitated and made conscious,
that is, explored rather than managed. Subsequently we have found
ourselves questioning many of these assumptions in the light of our
evaluation of the workshop.

The sections of this chapter which follow illustrate how participatory
methods bring resistance to the surface and promote conflict and change.
We argue that as trainers we have to support and work constructively
with such moments of discomfort.

The workshop process

We followed the Sarar workshop outline (Srinivasan, 1990), although
we had only seven days instead of the recommended ten for the work-
shop proper. This was preceded by a three-day pre-planning workshop
with five of the participants, which aimed to give them more intensive
exposure to the approach and the methods, to test and adapt materials,
and to create a team of assistant facilitators who would support the core
facilitators at the workshop. For the workshop itself, we planned to
immerse participants in the creative, investigative, analytical and plan-
ning activities they would adapt and practise with community groups
on field visits later in the week.

Thus, at the beginning of the workshop, the focus was on the
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participants’ own attitudes, feelings and perceptions, with analytical and
planning (intellectual and reflective) activities scheduled for later in the
week. Field visits took place in the middle and towards the end of the
week, to enable the participants to work in a field situation with the
tools they were experimenting with. The host organization field staff
had prepared the community members with whom they worked for
visits from the workshop participants.

While we were designing the workshop we debated how much to
debrief participants after each activity, that is, how much to allow for
discussion of its pros and cons and possible field applications. Facing a
severe time constraint (seven days instead of ten), we decided to
concentrate on the experience rather than on reflection after each ex-
ercise. This decision was informed by the earlier decision to immerse
participants in the activities first and to concentrate on reflection and
analysis later in the workshop.

We tried to ensure that the workshop content was based on issues of
direct relevance to the participants. As the materials were designed for
use in rural areas, the participants played the role of ‘community’ people
in some activities. Exercises to stimulate participants’ awareness and
understanding of themselves as facilitators and of the context in which
they worked were interspersed with ‘field’ activities.

The issues and ‘themes that emerged during the workshop were
various and interlinked. However, for purposes of brevity we will high-
light and elaborate on only two: gender and a question of ethics. While
gender cannot be separated from other social relationships, for the
purposes of this article struggles around gender will be a dominant
focus. As to the ethics question, this was raised in relation to field trips
and brought broader social power relations to the surface.

Gender struggles Perhaps because the workshop originated in the
gender task group, which is comprised mostly of women, and because
all the pre-planners and facilitators were women, gender was a prominent
issue right from the beginning. Qur first surprise was that fourteen men
arrived instead of the majority of women we had anticipated. On the
very first evening when rooming was being arranged; some men joked,
‘Why do you want to separate the women and the men? Isn’t this sexist?’
When an elderly woman field-worker started the first day with the song
‘Malibongwe’, a struggle song which praises women, one man expressed
unhappiness at having to sing this ‘sexist’ song. Among the expectations
voiced at the beginning of the workshop were hopes for ‘working better
with women’ and ‘for men to enhance working relationships with
women’. Some of the fears expressed included ‘the resistance of men’,
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‘male domination within groups’, and ‘gender conflict in the workshop’
(see Crawford Cousins et al., 1993: 5, 6).

Moreover, we were rudely shocked to discover the degree of re-
sistance to being there openly expressed by a number of the male
participants. Fears included ‘Participants are not clear about what they
are doing; is the research methodology to be introduced applicable to
our contexts?’; ‘We will be learning nothing new here’; ‘We will be
learning too many rules’; ‘We have doubts about the theory, practice
and relevance of the tools’.

Since all the participants had received the workshop objectives before
arriving at the venue, we assumed they were there voluntarily. At this
point, then, we did not take this resistance seriously, or seriously enough.

The purpose of the first group activity on the first day was to
stimulate individual and group thinking about community participation.
In order to avoid the formulaic verbal abstractions current in NGO
circles, the participants were asked to draw a picture of what community
participation meant for them, to share these in small groups and then to
assemble and present a group collage. All the group drawings emphas-
ized that ‘with NGO intervention, community projects emerge with the
potential for involving everyone, including women’ (Crawford Cousins
et al., 1993: 5, 6). If there were any conflicts in the small groups over
this interpretation, they were not made visible in the plenary session.

The small groups for this activity had been randomly selected and
no attempt had been made by facilitators to manage the process. How-
ever, one facilitator had observed that in most of the small groups men
appeared to be dominating the discussion. She suggested that for the
next exercise the groups should be divided by gender into two groups
of men and one group of women. She was working on the assumption
(Mackenzie, 1992) that creating a separate space would be a good thing
for the women participants and would also model a way of working in
the field.

The next activity was a simulation of community mapping. The
participants were asked to create a map of an imagined rural community,
identifying problems, resources and constraints. They could choose what
kind of community they wanted to map and were asked to assign
themselves roles such as male landowner, female tenant, unemployed
youth, widow, tribal authority, clinic sister and so on, and to contribute
from the viewpoint of their role. They were also asked to observe gender
relations within the community being mapped.

The facilitators noticed that in the women’s group, which had chosen
to map a squatter community, each individual seemed to have a clear
role and activity. The group sang and hummed throughout this exercise
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and their map was very colourful. In the two men’s groups, by contrast,
there seemed to be more confusion, silencing and domination. (One of
the participants commented in the subsequent plenary that he had
learned what it felt like to be belittled and silenced in a group, but that
taking a pen and drawing had enabled him to have a ‘voice’ again.)

No one in either of the men’s groups chose to represent a woman for
the purposes of the exercise and neither of their map presentations
overtly included any information about women or gender relations.
When the women’s group questioned the group of men who mapped a
rural community, they generated much information about women’s posi-
tion in traditional communities. Their interrogation also yielded an
interesting debate: asked why the group had said so little about the
position of women in the rural community, a spokesman answered that
they had not wished to be sexist. But, said the female questioner, the
map should reflect reality and reality is sexist. To this came an encoded
response which engendered some male head-nodding: ‘Changes must
not affect the lives of the people you work with’ (Crawford Cousins et
al., 1993: 15).

By contrast, two individuals in the women’s group chose to be men.
Thus, both women and men were represented in the construction of
the map and the telling of the story of the community. This was so
despite the fact that some of the issues they chose to talk about, such as
alcoholism, lack of créche facilities and rejection of the use of violence
to resolve conflict, are often perceived as specifically women’s concerns.

In the plenary discussion some men expressed considerable anger at
the division into small groups along gender lines. The facilitators were
accused of having a ‘hidden agenda’. One man expressed the view that
‘the problems we encounter are common to all of us; it doesn’t matter if
I'am a man or a woman farmer, it is my economic position that matters’.
Another declared that ‘people are happy with the way they live’. Some
male participants asked why one would wish to divide a community
group by gender. Was it strictly necessary? Would it not create problems?
Another (male) participant suggested that it should be left to ‘members
of the community’ to decide on division into groups and that ‘structural
problems’ of the community should be taken into consideration.

A comment that highlights the difficulty of experiential learning in
the absence of sufficient discussion came from a ‘high talking’, university-
trained, male field-worker: ‘We spent such a long time on the exercise
without getting very much out of it. I would have thought it is much
more important to discuss how to get marginalized groups involved.’
During this exchange the black women were mostly silent, or nodded
their agreement with some of the men.
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We facilitators argued that dividing community members into interest
groups, such as men, women, children, tenants and landowners is useful
because each group brings a different experience and a different voice
to the mapping exercise. The information gained by both insiders and
outsiders, we said, is thus likely to be much richer. The richer the
information, the better the subsequent planning exercise. In short,
instead of helping the participants to process this conflict or ‘edge’
between opposing views, we argued for our position as correct and
conclusive.

In the evaluation session at the end of the first day, one participant
suggested that we ‘delve deeper into existing tensions, something more
fundamental is at work’, and another that ‘the methods being taught are
irrelevant and not directly addressing existing problems in the field’.
These views were contradicted by other participants who had enjoyed
the activities and felt they were learning useful skills. So, from the first
day, we were faced with differences within the group in relation to
participants’ commitment to being at the workshop.

Later that evening, in an informal evaluation session, the assistant
facilitators expressed their reluctance to divide into gender groups again.
Since the pre-planners were all women, they said, the women at the
workshop were perceived by the men to have someé informational power
and advantage over them. It appeared that the men were reacting to a
perceived advantaging of the women in terms of access to information
about workshop activities and to the core facilitators and, on top of
that, in terms of a separate small-group space.

The women pre-planners decided, given the vociferous resistance of
some men to this amplification of group differences, that it would be
better not to exacerbate the tensions and resistances that had been
surfacing during the day. Out of respect for their feelings and judgement,
the core facilitators decided against trying this form of process
management or group control again. Despite their obvious enjoyment of
the activity, it was clear that, for whatever reason, the black female
participants either felt they had not benefited from the gender separation
or were not prepared to risk the associated acrimony again.

This, then, was the first and last time we as core facilitators tried to
manage the internal process of the workshop according to gender. One
of us was unhappy with this decision because she felt strongly that
separating the groups had been a useful exercise. In her view, the
division had given the women more space than they seemed able to win
in the mixed groups, and it had given the group as a whole an op-
portunity to surface their internal gender dynamics and make them
visible. She felt that the women’s response to the men was another
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example of women giving up power and thus losing an opportunity to
develop their confidence and articulateness.

During the days that followed, many of the workshop exercises raised
similar gender issues. For example, a ‘balloon exercise’ called on par-
ticipants to analyse the situation of rural women in terms of the chain of
consequences that result from any one problem faced by women. Partici-
pants were asked to construct their chains from a rural woman’s per-
spective. Several male participants questioned this approach. ‘Surely poor
rural men are in the same situation as poor rural women?’ ‘Why do we
have to do the drawing from the perspective of the woman’s needs?’

The notion that social dynamics are about relations other than gender
surfaced when the time came to share information about the com-
munities which the participants were to visit for their field trips. A male
field-worker used flexiflans’ to illustrate the social dynamics of the
community in which he worked. He showed the four-wheel-drive vehicle
and the community committee that was constituted of men only. He
described a typical meeting situation and showed how he was given a
bench to sit on and how an important part of his role was to bring
experts such as lawyers to meet with the community committee.

The participants then asked him many questions about general
community dynamics. In evaluating the use of this tool, one participant
(a man) felt that flexiflans did not allow ‘the real story’ about social
dynamics to emerge. Another participant (a woman) argued that the
flexiflans had highlighted the gender set-up typical of rural areas and
inquired: ‘If these are not social dynamics, what is?’ (Crawford Cousins
et al., 1993: 28). .

The point to emphasize here is that the activities worked brilliantly
to bring many layers of gender dynamics to the surface. However, we
lost the opportunity to process these dynamics as they were surfacing
within the group. We did not have enough consciousness, analytical
understanding or technique for processing ‘edges’. We tended to respond
in one of two ways: either we would argue our position as correct and
conclusive (as above), or we would mentally note the comment and the
dynamics, but let the ‘edge’ go by unchallenged. For example, when a
participant said ‘changes must not affect the lives of the people you
work with’, we were so surprised to hear this articulated by a professional
agent of change that we made no response. Also, we were frozen by the
mixture of feelings in the room, which included the high level of
tension, the men’s anger and the women’s fear.

In retrospect we might have explored the participant’s position more
fully by encouraging him to articulate and take on the position of the
gender conservative as openly and fully as he could. Further, we could
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have explored all the positions on the continuum of resistance to change
by encouraging people to articulate (give voice to, enact, feel) the dif-
ferent stances in relation to this issue. We might also have encouraged
people to move between these positions on the continuum as the
resonance changed for them. In this way, the gender conservative would
have engaged with other positions at the level of feclings.

On reflection, we saw that we could have used the resistance to change
continuum as a container for the intense feelings generated by the power
struggle and thus fear of conflict in the workshop. When, as facilitators,
we hold the space and thereby support all positions so that thay can be
deeply felt and publicly expressed, in dialogue with each other, then the
energy of the conflict shifts. Changes within the group and within the
participating individuals occur. This is one way of working with resist-
ance and of deepening insight without being didactic. As facilitators, we
need to have the skills and confidence to face our fear of conflict and
our desire to control a politically correct right answer (Mindell, 1993;
Summers, 1994).

Field trips  The second theme we reflect on in some detail here has to
do with the ethics of field trips. This activity played a critical role in
allowing broader social dynamics and power relations within the entire
group as well as within the smaller groups to surface.

The workshop design included two field trips. The first was planned
to allow the participants to familiarize themselves with the area, to make
initial contact with community members and to discover key issues or
problems around which a workshop could be facilitated later in the
week. The second was designed to give participants an opportunity to
practise and field-test what they had learned. The workshop venue was
chosen because it was close to a number of communities with which the
host organization worked. Given the size of the group, we (facilitators)
decided that the participants should divide into three groups (self-
selected on the basis of criteria agreed together) for the field visits.
Much of the preparation for the field trips would be carried out in
these three groups.

On the first day, when the programme overview was presented, one
of the men questioned the morality of the proposed field trips, arguing
that it was ‘unethical to use communities for our own ends, as if they
are laboratories’. During the discussion that followed it was clear that
this objection resonated strongly for some participants. A later slot in
the programme had been allocated for a briefing on relevant dynamics
by the field-workers familiar with the communities, and it was agreed to
hold over the debate until then.
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The initial reconnaissance field trips took place as planned. One group
came back and reported slight embarrassment at having to explain its
presence in the area. A group member felt that she had experienced a
role reversal (‘I’m usually the one who demands that outsiders explain
themselves’), but the group none the less had arranged with the people
they had met to return on the weekend to facilitate a workshop that
would feed into ongoing community work in that village. The second
group did not have much to report because they said the community
members they had visited had been busy collecting their pensions.

The third group felt hesitant about returning for a further field trip.
Their spokesperson said that they were extremely anxious about abusing
the members of the community and were uncertain of the value of the
exercise. In any event, it was likely that a funeral would take place on
the day of the second field trip and this would resolve the ethical
dilemma for them. However, he then attempted to involve the whole
workshop in the dilemma: he said that the only appropriate way to
tackle it was collectively and called on the big group to make a decision
‘in a unified way’ not to return for a second field trip.

At this point we facilitators intervened. We had recognized that this
particular power play, as we saw it, was coming to a head and had
decided that it should be tackled head-on. We saw ourselves as refusing
to let the power of a few men automatically dominate over individual
choice in the powerful name of the collective. Thus one of us made (an
equally powerful) counter-move by saying that at a participatory training
methods workshop no one should feel forced to do something he or she
did not wish to do. She suggested that each individual reflect and make
his or her own choice about whether to participate in the next field trip.

This threw the large group into confusion. Some people were clearly
unhappy about making individual choices (‘Don’t undermine!’) and
pushed for a collective decision. (In retrospect we saw that by asking for
an individual choice, we had also awakened the ghost of white divide-
and-rule tactics.) The group compromised by deciding to caucus in
their field trip groups and to come to a small-group decision.

After a short caucus in small groups, two groups returned to report
to the plenary that they had decided they would go back to the field on
the appointed day. The third group announced that individuals within
the group had strong differences of opinion and that they were still
debating the issue. Their answer depended on whether they could
resolve their ethical dilemmas and find a tool that was appropriate for
the existing situation in the community.

This group, having surfaced its internal differences, worked very hard
over the next few hours to come to a unified decision. In the end the
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group decided to go to the field and designed a new material, an adapted
mapping exercise, which looked at land-use options with the group of
women they had arranged to meet. They were proud of their achieve-
ment and felt that by holding their positions and going through a fierce
struggle they had worked through the issue.

Of the other two groups, one contained three female field-workers
(including two of the pre-planners). This group had been keen all along
to go to the field and planned an ambitious series of activities that
would feed into an ongoing community water project. The group seemed
to be experiencing some internal power struggles but these were not
made public.

The third group had agreed to the field trip but in fact made no
attempt to plan activities. When the facilitators visited this group it
appeared that the two female members were sitting on one side while
the men were discussing other issues. At the planning report-back, this
group’s spokesperson criticized the workshop methods as ‘top-down and
academic’ and expressed strong reservations about using the activities
and tools they had experimented with in the workshop. He reported
that the group intended an investigatory visit only. They would take
cameras to ‘document’ the community and planned to hold informal
discussions with community members.

The fifth day had been set aside for the groups to prepare the
activities and materials they would need for the field trips on the sixth
day. While the ethics of the field trip had been a contentious issue from
day one and had become a way (for some people) of raising reservations
about the workshop as a whole, it became clear by the end of the
planning report-back that the process was blocked in some way, and
that the gap between what was being said inside and outside the training
room was becoming too painful for some participants to bear.

Thanks to strong facilitation and the courage and persistence of two
of the participants (a woman and a man),} it became possible for the
group as a whole to own to the fact that many people had strong issues
beyond the workshop that were being discussed as if the problem were
the workshop itself. It was agreed that, since feelings were running
high, it was appropriate for the facilitators (as official representatives of
the network? as whites ‘in authority’?) to leave the rest of the group to
discuss what these underlying problems were. A time-frame for the
discussion was agreed and the three of us left the room.

We returned to a report-back in plenary which identified structural
problems and power relations problematically linked to race within the
network.” Most blacks in the network, said the rapporteur, were poorly
paid field-workers while most researchers and co-ordinators, key
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positions in terms of decision-making and power, were white. The
structural problems and lack of communication within the network,
interacting with race-linked power relations, meant that many of the
current participants had not been involved in planning or determining
the content of the workshop. ‘Other people just came to the workshop
because they were asked to do so, without any background to the work-
shop.” The group had produced a memorandum which listed these
problems and had mandated two representatives to take these questions
forward to a national field-workers’ forum. It was further decided that,
despite these problems, the workshop should continue.

As it turned out, neither of the planned community workshops was
successfully held in the end. One was indeed cancelled because of a
funeral; the second because all adults in the community were called to
an emergency tribal meeting.

Analysis of workshop dynamics

The disturbers This was the name we later gave to those men who
resisted the workshop, who struggled with us to control the workshop,
and whose contribution has been the most valuable to us in reflecting
both on the workshop and on the role of ‘the disturber’ in other con-
texts. It was this experience of conflict, which could not be ignored or
papered over, which continues to have value for us. In a way it is the
heart of this chapter.

We deliberately used materials and methods to evoke feelings,
attitudes and beliefs in the workshop. Also evoked were the disturbers
and the shadow, which will be discussed below. At one point in the
workshop, participants were asked to brainstorm what activities were
implied in the concept of ‘participation’ at a workshop. One of the
disturbers mentioned ‘destroying’ as a workshop activity. At the time
this contribution evoked slightly scandalized laughter. In retrospect we
saw that he was not only acknowledging his own important role, he was
simultaneously giving recognition to the shadow side of ‘good’ partici-
pation, namely, actively ‘destructive’ participation.!®

The shadow In common with other participatory approaches such as
PRA, Sarar does not problematize or theorize the shadow side of creativ-
ity and participation. However, during the workshop we found the
concept of the shadow useful. We met this concept in Jungian psycho-
logy where the shadow is described as those parts of the individual
which, as a result of socialization and particular family experience, have
had to be denied, suppressed and split off because they were
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unacceptable. The child must have love or die, so she willingly performs
these mutilations. Indeed, normal socialization is impossible without
splitting the ‘good’ from the ‘bad’ and identifying with the good.

The trouble with the shadow — and the shadow is always trouble — is
that when it is split off from our ‘good’ selves, we become unconscious
that it is a part of ourselves and project it on to others, as if we were
projectors and other people blank screens. Thus, we meet our un-
acceptable and hateful selves in others.

At a deeper level the shadow is personal, but it can be socially
manipulated to fall on to particular groups. In South Africa black people
carry the collective shadow of white people. White South Africans have
been encouraged to project all that is hateful and frightening about
themselves on to black people.

However, Jung maintained that the way to the self is through the
shadow; that is, it is by naming and taking back what we have projected
on to others that we become healthier, even whole. Because we are able
to acknowledge more of ourselves and because we are investing less
energy in repression, we are able to live more powerfully and authen-
tically.

The shadow, then, is terrifying but also deeply attractive. While it
can be collectively mobilized, it seems to be essentially personal, the
product of a personal history and experience. We noted that each one
of the facilitators tended to be hooked into projection by different
elements at the workshop. For one of us, challenges to control were the
most threatening and unacceptable. For another, it was the need to
mother and the rage engendered by rejection (‘ingratitude’) that were
hardest to bear. For the third, lack of acknowledgement and affirmation
generated feelings of devaluation and worthlessness.

During the workshop we three facilitators supported each other in
acknowledging and naming the deep feelings aroused in us, so that we
were less inclined either to project our trouble-making and aggressive
feelings on to the participants, or to be hooked in turn into identifying
with a shadow-carrying role. We helped each other to recognize, on the
basis of strong feelings of identification with one party or another in a
conflict, when we were falling into a projection. When we were un-
successful, the group let us know in evaluation sessions: ‘facilitators
should be less emotional’ was the comment from one participant.

To the extent that we succeeded, we were able to contain our fear
and anger at what we perceived as negative and threatening behaviour
towards ourselves and others; to refrain from using the power we had as
facilitators to control, punish and hit back; and to become more able to
see the complexity of the dynamics at work.
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The differences within the group included differences of race, gender,
age, class, education, language, political and religious belief, as well as
motivation and interest in being at the workshop. Being cooped up
together and working hard in an uncomfortable venue for a week with
materials and methods specifically designed to evoke feelings, attitudes
and beliefs, was difficult for all of us. In this context, unifying factors
which could explain and direct uncomfortable and troubling feelings on
to others were very attractive.

As whites in authority, .we three facilitators prov1ded a focus for
black rage at political oppression. As women, in alliance with some of
the other women at the workshop, we were targets for resistance and
attempts at domination by some of the men. And yet, even with these
ready-made hooks, the group was too diverse for any projection to stick
consistently: there were too many other struggles and differences within
it. .

Older women were impatient with the attitudes of young men;
women in general expressed, in private and in the workshop evaluation,
their anger at male domination; those who had chosen to attend the
workshop for professional reasons were impatient with those they saw as
closed from the start to the opportunities the workshop offered; the
more political elements doubted that there was any value or relevance in
participatory, developmental methodology at a stage of the South African
struggle preceding majority rule; some of the men complained about
the fact that all the facilitators and pre-planners were women and said
they feared a ‘hidden agenda’; the more practical were impatient with
the intellectual ‘high talkers’.

The emotional demands on facilitators in a workshop of this sort are
enormous. Mackenzie (1992: 88) argues that the facilitator should not
take sides. She should let all voices be heard and should merely manage
the process of discussion. She should not get emotionally hooked into
issues and does not always need to be right. We would add that it is
useful also to avoid being swept away or frightened by the issues; to
welcome the disturber elements and create space for gossip to be publicly
aired; to refrain from defending against attack but rather to hear it and
to be open to its symbolic meaning.

What do we as facilitators have to do to enable us to perform what
seems an almost impossible task? Shared values and a common com-
mitment to a growth-oriented approach helped us to maintain the shared
task of facilitation during this difficult week. Through the process we
were able to build our own associative strength and self-esteem and tap
into hidden resourcefulness. There was sufficient trust to enable us to
challenge as well as support each other.
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However, the shadow side of our relationship as facilitators was that
its very strength often created an us-and-them situation. (The rapporteur
commented on more than one occasion, ‘You three always look as if you
are caucusing.’) In addition, certain duties and responsibilities each one
of us would have taken on as a matter of course as individuals sometimes
slipped through the net of our collectivity; for example, each one of us
alone recognized the importance of a detailed individual needs assess-
ment, but as a triangle we ‘lost’ that knowledge."

We were also sometimes guilty of taking sides and giving cues to
participants; that is, we found it very difficult not to identify with the
women (against the men) in gender conflicts, and we often gave cues to

" various participants by means of encouraging nods and sympathetic

murmurs. Such practices add to already existing structural power and
strengthen the resistance against it. In other words, by identifying and
siding with the women, we unconsciously encouraged male paranoia
and men’s urge to control. We did try to process what was going on,
both in terms of group dynamics and our own feelings, but this pro-
cessing was confined to the facilitation triangle and could therefore be
seen as shoring up the facilitators’ power.

Reflections

In the battle for control of the workshop that raged throughout the
week between ourselves and the group of male disturbers, quéstions
relating to the ethics of the field trips, the relevance of the materials
and the agenda of the white facilitators continually resurfaced and
prevented any prospect of a smooth process. The long working days
and the different perspectives within the group built up a great deal of
tension. As facilitators we were acutely aware of the very real time
limitations on the process, as well as the danger of trying to rush, bully
or stampede the participants into the next step. We kept scrapping
activities we had prepared and constantly re-examined what to give up
on and what to insist was important.

In seeking to understand the dynamics of the workshop, it became
increasingly impossible to ignore the broader context in which it was
taking place. At a national level, whites were still in power but negoti-
ating to share power with the liberation movement against a backdrop
of increasing crisis, violence and chaos, particularly in the areas where
the black poor lived. Within the network, it was clear that black people
were sensitive to racism within the organization. Race dynamics could
not be kept out of the workshop.

Looking back at the workshop from a distance, its main lessons

O
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continue to resonate powerfully. We learned that participatory methodo-
logies do indeed hold the space for marginalized and silenced voices to
emerge, and that we need to know how to work with all the voices that
emerge. We learned that disturbers bring important information to the
group, and that we need to learn how to welcome and integrate them,
whoever they may be. We learned that conflict is not negative, that the
energy it brings to a situation is the motor of differentiation and change,
and that we need to learn how to work constructively with it.

If the primary process or focus of the workshop was learning about
participatory methods and tools, the secondary process was the ex-
ploration of race and gender dynamics. We learned that, of the two,
gender is the more disavowed at this time. The focus of the workshop
was on tools for working with gender and yet, at the moment when
gender dynamics surfaced most overtly and powerfully (at the end of
the mapping exercise, when women and men had been working in
separate groups), the edge in the room generated fear and we failed to
recognize this as a major opportunity to reflect on gender and power in
an experiential way. We thus missed the chance to help the group explore
these dynamics and process them. In short, we failed to welcome con-
sciously and work with the creative aspects of the conflict in the room.
Although we processed some of these issues within the triangle of the
facilitators, our process excluded the participants and helped to maintain
an us-and-them situation. In the end, the facilitator’s consciousness and
tools have to be good enough. At the time, ours were not.

We understand far more clearly than before that the broad context is
present in the workshop space (‘out there’ is ‘in here’). Also clearer is
the fact that the dichotomy between field-worker and community
member is only one point on a continuum: that is, the dynamics and
issues of the training room are likely to be reproduced in the field, in
the new ministries and within NGOs themselves if we continue to
develop our participatory methods and tools. Didactic methods suppress
dissenting voices, conflict and, ultimately, creativity.

When we reflected on the workshop and tried to understand what
had happened and why, we were forced to ask ourselves why we had not
followed our own basic workshop rules. Why had we been so inflexible
with the Sarar package? Why did we not do careful individual needs
assessments? Why did we not take more account of what we knew about
the role of field-workers and the changing political and developmental
context? (We failed, for example, seriously to engage with the place and
status of developmental approaches in the participants’ work.)

Our decision to spend less time on debriefing and reflection also
helped to block the processing of conflictual experience. We had a tight
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structure which we kept changing as we went along, but we did not
really negotiate the changes and in this way we held on to control. We
had a curriculum as well as a methodology because we were answerable
to the network as a whole, rather than to the individuals who attended
(who, it became clear, because of their status within the network and in
society were not in a position to choose not to attend). If we hold that
meaningful popular education must be negotiated with adult learners as
equals, what stance do we take in relation to issues of power and control
in the organizations (and communities) within which we work?

We have come to understand that power in terms of facilitation and
group processes is in the relation betweeen structure (control) and open-
endedness (formlessness), and in the issues of fear, containment and
resistance that both these poles arouse. We have also come to see that
the essence of ‘holding the space’ lies in the ability of the facilitator to
abandon her structure and follow the energy in the room. How to
integrate this insight and work with content, curricula and focused
objectives (rather than in groups whose focus is primarily process itself)
is our current challenge.

Notes

An earlier and longer version of this chapter was published as a working
paper by Olive Information Service, Durban (see Crawford Cousins et al., 1994).

1. The facilitator ‘we’ in this chapter refers to the two authors and the third
facilitator, Tessa Cousins (see Crawford Cousins et al., 1994).

2. Sarar is an acronym which stands for self-esteem, associative strength,
resourcefulness, action planning and responsibility. Low self-esteem can lead to
feelings of powerlessness which feed into oppression and domination. People
build up self-esteem by realizing through experience that they have the creative
and analytic capacity to identify and solve their own problems. Group work can
help each individual to find his or her strength and to develop the capacity to act
together. Each individual is a potential resource to the community. The method
seeks to develop the creativity of groups and individuals in seeking solutions to
problems. Change can be achieved only if groups plan and carry out appropriate
actions. The responsibility for follow-through belongs to the group, not to the
agency.

3. On the whole, the approaches of the South African state and agribusiness
have not been intended to involve or serve impoverished rural dwellers, but rather
to create a rural middle class. The few more ‘popular’ rural development projects
were marginalized and only ever impacted on very few people.

4. In southern Africa over the last hundred years young women have felt
pushed as well as pulled to the space opened up by life in town (Beall, 1982), or
to become traditional healers who create around themselves a sphere of power
and authority.
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5. The process psychologist Mindell (1989) has described resistance to change
as occurring when a person comes up against an interiorized cultural edge, that
is, an unconscious barrier to doing or thinking differently from what has been
inculcated as good, appropriate, decent behaviour since early childhood. While
we all intuitively know this, it is very interesting to go through a ‘resistance to
change’ exercise ourselves when the issues are not cut and dried. Try something
like: the really dangerous drugs are tea, coffee and alcohol, so we should con-
centrate our entire health education budget on dissuading the youth from abusing
these drugs (Crawford Cousins et al., 1993). When it comes to really threatening
cultural edges such as the rights of women, such exercises can help us to
understand and differentiate people’s responses.

6. The objectives of the workshop were approached from three points of
view: understanding, attitudes and behaviour. In terms of understanding, -the
goals were for participants to understand more about:

* Different meanings of participation

¢ When to use what methods

* Resistance to change

* Constraints and opportunities facing rural women

* Field-workers’ role as facilitators of learning

* Exploring the roles of, and relationships between, research and field-work in
projects.

In relation to attitudes, the objectives were for participants to:

* Recognize that community members, and women in particular, are sources of
resourcefulness, creativity and knowledge

* Experience increased self-esteem and confidence in themselves

* Feel excitement and enthusiasm for high-participation activities

* Increase their self-awareness of their own style

* Have increased confidence in the process.

The objectives in regard to behaviour were for participants to:

¢ Use these tools to increase the participation of women and other marginalized
groupings in the field, in organizations and in planning

* Have experienced using the tools

* Become more process-oriented and less directive, less controlling

* Be more sensitive to women’s position

* Decrease the percentage of their talking in interactions in the field

* Use creative, investigative methods.

7. Originally designed as an alphabet for illiterates, flexiflans are perhaps the
most open of the artist-made materials. They are a set of small, jointed human
figures and props cut out of card and assembled and painted to resemble the
men, women and children of the local community in which the field-worker is
working. People are invited to use the flexiflan representations of people, houses
and other props to start narra