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Feminist Popular Education in 
the Light of Globalization 

Linzi Manicom and Shirley Walters 

In the mid-1980s, after years of hovering on the sidelines of the adult education 
field and on the margins of the women-and-development movement, feminist 
popular education started receiving some gratifying endorsement. Reviews of the 
Decade for Women were showing that the conditions of women’s lives around the 
world, far from improving, were deteriorating absolutely and in relation to men’s. 
It was not enough for women to be merely visible in the development process; they 
needed to be ‘voiced’, too. Feminist Popular Education was promoted in this regard, 
most notably by Gita Sen and Caren Grown1 in their now classic articulation of the 
popular development approach of the Development Alternatives with Women for a 
New Era (DAWN) collective. 

If development was to address the basic needs of the poor majority of the world 
in ways that were sustainable, DAWN argued, the current top-down, North-centric, 
male-biased perspective had to be replaced with that of poor, Third World women. 
Their critical role in the provision of households’ livelihoods, and as reproducers of 
life more broadly, dictated that they be fully and actively involved as planners and 
decisionmakers, not as mere executors of the development agendas of others. 
Feminist Popular Education, as a participatory, action-oriented process of 
organization-building, consciousness- and confidence-raising, was essential to the 
methodology of what became known as ‘the empowerment approach’ to 
women-and-development. 

The valorization of women’s knowledge, starting from and building upon what 
women already know in their everyday lives, is a central tenet of Feminist Popular 
Education. Feminist Popular Education was thus equally pertinent to the focus on 
‘sustainable development’ that subsequently assumed importance in development 
circles, particularly in the period around the 1992 United Nations Environment 
Conference in Rio de Janeiro. A central plank of the environmentalist platform is the 
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argument that local indigenous knowledge of the environment, particularly that of 
women farmers and food-providers, is the soundest basis upon which to plan 
development projects that conserve, rather than destroy, natural and precious 
resources, amongst them human lives. 

What of the compatibility and relevance of Feminist Popular Education to the 
current debates within development discourse? Talk today is of ‘good governance 
and democracy’, of ‘building capacity within nongovernmental organizations’ 
(NGOs) and ‘strengthening civil society’. But this discourse takes place against the 
background of an increasingly taken-for-granted neo-liberal promotion of 
marketization and export-orientation, and diminishing authority over the economic 
policy of nation-states. Women, in these debates, tend to be confined to the 
marginal place of ‘women’s organizations within civil society’; the more profound 
implications of gender for the reconfiguration of relations between state and civil 
society and the democratization of relations within state and civil society slip too 
quickly out of the frame. Yet it is precisely these shifting sets of relations that are a 
primary and critical area of concern for Feminist Popular Education. 

There are three other areas in which the political landscape for Feminist Popular 
Education is currently being redrawn: 

• the  gendered  process  of  global  economic  restructuring  and  the feminization 
of poverty; 

• the rising influence of nationalist, fundamentalist and ethnic movements with 
distinctively conservative gender ideologies; and 

• the growth and institutionalization of global feminism. 

Paralleling these phenomena have been significant developments within feminist 
intellectual work which provide for the more sophisticated and culturally sensitive 
theorization of feminist practice and pedagogy. Though some of these conceptual 
shifts will be referred to in passing, space does not allow for elaboration. 

The objective of this chapter is to explore, in very broad brushstrokes, the 
implications of these four global trends for the politics, priorities and  
the methodology of Feminist Popular Education. By Feminist Popular Education 
we are referring to the characteristic form of educational work with and for 
grassroots women which has been developing in local contexts around the world 
over the past decades. The term ‘popular education’ is associated with the concept 
of ‘conscientization’ and the work of renowned Brazilian educationalist Paulo 
Freire. Feminist popular education is defined by its broad objective of  
empowering women to gain more control over their lives and transform oppressive 
relations, particularly, though not exclusively, those organized by gender. The  
term Feminist Popular Education does not resonate in all regions. What is 
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remarkable, however, is the degree of commonality in the forms, principles and 
practices of educational work with women in very divergent contexts. Yet, Feminist 
Popular Education is not a prescribed, universally applicable toolbox of methods. It 
is an essentially localized practice. Its objectives, form and process are shaped by 
and respond to the immediate exigencies of women’s (and men’s) lives; the cultural, 
economic and political context. Therein lies the basis of Feminist Popular 
Education’s strength, particularly for those sectors of the community, such as poor 
women, which have been excluded from decision-making. But therein* also lie the 
limitations of Feminist Popular Education; for unless the localized process is 
informed by an appreciation and analysis of the broader developments that are 
refracted in local milieux, constraining and shaping local possibilities, its potential 
to effect and consolidate substantive changes in women’s lives is diminished. 

This complex, layered relationship of local and global is mirrored in another 
traversing set of dimensions within Feminist Popular Education, the pedagogical 
and political. Like local and global, the pedagogical and political are not 
dichotomous or mutually exclusive terms but are rather mutually defining 
formations with shifting, merging boundaries. Pedagogical choices reflect political 
context and implement political objectives. 

In an earlier article in which we reviewed critical accounts of Feminist Popular 
Education experiences, we abstracted their common themes. A central motif was 
that of ‘starting from the place of women’, whether this be the quotidian concerns 
of their lives, their emotions, their sexuality, or their bodies. All of these are points 
of experience, reflection and analysis that can begin to yield insights about the 
potential and strategies for change.2 

Another strong metaphor of Feminist Popular Education is that of ‘breaking 
silence’ and ‘giving voice’, connoting the process of women gaining the confidence 
to articulate publicly previously private concerns. We also identified the dilemmas 
that confront feminist popular educators: how to balance the validation of women’s 
experience and knowledge with the introduction of expertise and specialized skills; 
whether to have an open-ended, exploratory process or one more orchestrated, 
object-oriented and controlled; how to work constructively with the power 
differentials between educator and learners, between participants of different 
genders, racial and ethnic groups, regions and access to resources; and how to 
introduce feminist analysis in ways that do not impose, as authoritative or universal, 
Western feminist discourses which derive from different political imperatives and 
cultures. These dilemmas and debates about pedagogic choices and learning 
strategies are being reframed, given new emphases and urgency by the broader, 
contemporary political dimensions of Feminist Popular Education that we focus on 
in this article. 

One of the factors prompting us to review the global context of Feminist 
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Popular Education is what we experience as the misappropriation and devaluation 
of the currency of international development discourse. Terms like ‘empowerment’, 
‘participatory development’ and ‘indigenous knowledge’ that previously were 
associated with grassroots, people-centred development approaches now trip 
lightly out of the mouths of the World Bank/IMF set, who argue their validity in 
terms of the greater ‘efficiency’ such approaches can deliver. Insistence on the 
‘participation of women’ in the development of projects is now a standard funding 
criterion. While seemingly a commendable objective, ‘participation’ is rarely on 
women’s own terms, nor always for the benefit of the women themselves, for 
whom it can mean yet another task added to their overloaded days.3 We also find 
‘popular education’, ‘gender- and diversity-training’ practised in corporate 
seminars as a managerial strategy, a deployment of the methodology very far 
removed from its original revolutionary intention. Even the presently favoured 
phrases of aid politics — ‘strong civil society’ and ‘capacity building’ — are 
deployed equally by the international financial institutions, the UN family of 
organi2ations and the international and national NGOs. 

How do we distinguish between the empowerment of women as authored by the 
World Bank and the empowerment of poor women through a popular education 
process? It is clearly time for some rethinking, realignment and perhaps 
reaffirmation of the radical tradition of Feminist Popular Education that explicitly 
locates itself within broader struggles for social transformation. 

Global reconfigurations 

There is wide acknowledgement that the economic restructuring which has been 
taking place — characterized by deregulation, trade promotion and state cut-backs, 
and imposed on many Third World indebted countries through IMF-designed 
structural adjustment programs - has had the most devastating effects on poor 
women. It has been the back-breaking expansion of women’s daily labour and the 
ingenuity and doggedness of women’s survival skills that have held households 
together — barely. The costs of adjustment on health, nutrition, education, personal 
relationships and the general quality of life of women and children around the 
world are now well and shockingly documented. But it also needs to be emphasized 
that the forms of labour which have essentially underwritten the neo-liberal version 
of economic globalization are feminized ones: the global assembly line is ‘manned’ 
by women workers in free trade zones; subcontracted industrial homeworking is 
performed at kitchen tables by women who ‘have time on their hands’; home-based 
teleworking is carried out by women who can’t afford day-care costs and are 
grateful to have paid work. 

As formal jobs fade permanently from the employment scene, the range and 
volume of income-generating and micro-enterprise activities swelling the informal 
sector reflect both the desperation and the entrepreneurial skills of women. The 
growth of the international sex trade must be seen in this context too. In fact, the 
overall ‘flexibilization’ and casualization of labour through which global 
capitalism has managed to sustain its profitability depends upon the survival needs, 
the vulnerability and lack of choice, as well as the desire for economic autonomy 
and independence of poor women around the world. It depends too on the 
mobilization of gender ideology; defining the new forms of labour as ‘women’s 
work’ immediately lowers the wage bill and confirms the pre-cariousness of the 
work. 

These two broad consequences of global economic restructuring — the 
feminization of poverty and the feminization of labour — produce a compelling 
agenda for Feminist Popular Education. The critical economic situation of growing 
numbers of households around the world - particularly female-headed ones — 
prioritizes the devising of survival strategies. Emphasis is placed on the 
development of practical, marketable and entrepreneurial skills. Building 
confidence and esteem to enable women to enter new domains of social life is 
especially important where gender culture has previously secluded women. The 
raising of feminist consciousness under these conditions is more pertinent when 
linked to the recognition of ways in which gender relations constrain women’s 
capacity to secure a livelihood, rather than to abstract notions of the moral injustice 
of women’s oppression. 

Feminist Popular Education must recognize and work with the incredible 
physical and emotional stress of poor women’s lives, the often increased domestic 
violence and volatile personal relationships, and of course the paucity of women’s 
time to engage in any activity that does not produce positive and concrete results. 
The slow, creative, consolidating process that is the ideal in the Feminist Popular 
Education process has become a luxury in these times, one that must be revamped 
and streamlined in accordance with the stark realities. 

A central challenge for educators is the development, with women learners, of a 
gendered analysis of global restructuring, but one that is not overwhelming and 
defeating in its bleakness. As Elson4 maintains, moments of crisis are at the same 
time moments of opportunity. Educators could emphasize the contradictory 
character of the new feminized forms of labour to build on the positive possibilities 
while acknowledging the extent to which women’s labour and survival capacities 
are being exploited by global capitalism. Nadeau5 discusses how she grappled with 
this particular problem by working on ways of renewing the energy and resolve of 
women confronting economic hardship as they simultaneously increased their 
understanding of its global dimensions. 
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Along with activists and organizers, popular educators face the question of 
rinding organizational forms that are more effective and appropriate to the times. 
Traditional factory-based labour organization cannot reach many of the women 
induced, by the new forms of production, into the labour force. In free trade zones, 
there are strict prohibitions against unionization and homeworkers are too 
separated and vulnerable. Activists are experimenting with new ways of organizing 
women workers, including working with women in their places of residence and 
providing social and support services rather than focusing on work issues.6 A 
critical aspect here is the organization of women into transnational networks, to 
create the possibility for women to gain a global perspective on their local 
experiences of economic restructuring.7 In the past decade, enormous experience 
and proficiency has been gained by grassroots women and popular educators in 
building micro enterprises, credit schemes, and producer co-operatives. They have 
built collective consumer and support groups, such as soup-kitchens and burial 
organizations in areas with high AIDS fatalities.8 These schemes often involve the 
revival and adaptation of local cultural traditions, a prime example being the 
communal savings schemes that are prevalent amongst women in numerous places. 
Such forms address women’s survival needs while at the same time building 
solidarity and support. 

Another element of the global economic context affecting Feminist Popular 
Education is the dramatic reduction in funding to the NGOs that have been 
involved in organizing women over the past two decades. This places a 
responsibility on feminist popular educators to provide training for local women in 
management, accounting and productivity — aspects of organization-building that 
were often left unattended in the days of subsidized NGO personnel and operating 
costs in women’s projects. 

The second major global trend is the rise of identity-based political movements, 
particularly those of nationalism, fundamentalism, neo-traditionalism and ethnicity. 
It is, in many ways, inappropriate to lump together what are in fact distinct political 
movements. However, our interest here lies in what these tendencies have in 
common, namely, their development in conditions of economic upheaval and 
insecurity,9 their reclamation and reassertion of strong cultural identity and, most 
significantly for Feminist Popular Education, their explicit and central gender 
ideologies which position women primarily as ‘mothers’ and ‘keepers of the 
tradition’. Again, there are both positive and negative implications and possibilities 
for women and for Feminist Popular Education. 

Aggressive ethnic and fundamentalist movements have been responsible  
for devastating armed conflict, genocidal offensives and massive refugee  
plights in recent years, situations which have affected women in specific  
ways. In many of these identity-based movements, the constructs of  
‘woman’ are extremely conservative, extolling women’s virtues and 
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invaluable cultural role but also seeing them as vulnerable to corruption, justifying 
the reimposition of extreme forms of seclusion and social constraint and feeding an 
anti-feminist sentiment. 

But there is another side to identity and culturalist politics more broadly 
conceived, one that has had a salutary influence on Feminist Popular Education in 
two ways. First, it has provided a place on the international and national feminist 
agendas for the perspectives of previously excluded, minority and marginalized 
women — black, indigenous, ethnic minority, Moslem, lesbian, immigrant — who 
have increasingly challenged the hegemony of narrow, North Adantic, ‘equality 
feminism’ and the assumption that gender is the only or the most salient category of 
women’s oppression. In Feminist Popular Education, this has translated into de-
bates on ‘working with difference’, to refinements of educational work on 
anti-racism and cultural diversity. 

Secondly, of particular practical significance to feminist popular educators, 
identity politics has stressed the importance of paying attention to and working with 
cultural constructions of gender which, in many communities, centre on familial 
identities and responsibilities. The challenge for feminist popular educators is to 
work from and with the gendered constructs that are central to women’s identities, 
respecting difference and valuing the political initiatives and leverage that derive 
from those identities as, say, ‘mothers’ or ‘Moslem women’. At the same time, as 
feminists, we cannot condone or concede to reactionary politics and cultural 
arrangements which, under the guise of ‘tradition’, limit the choices and capacities 
of women. Relatedly, assertions of identity often work to occlude class and power 
differences within culturally defined communities. Feminist Popular Education has 
clearly to confront relations of power and exploitation — or more positively, of 
resource redistribution - in its grappling with the complexity of issues of political 
identity. A direction for Feminist Popular Education emerging from the lessons of 
failed development projects, from deeper understanding of collective household 
strategies for survival and of the more complementary rather than competitive 
constructs of gender found in Third World communities,10 is that of working with 
women and men together as a sounder basis for the transformation of gender 
relations. The assumption that women-only educational processes are necessarily 
the most advantageous for women has to be reassessed. Educators have to develop 
skills in facilitating mixed-gender groups11 and learn to consider when an inte-
grated process might be more effective. 

The globalization of activist feminism is the third contemporary social  
force with consequences for Feminist Popular Education. The extensive 
international women’s conferencing, networking and collaboration of the past 
decades have enormously strengthened and legitimated women’s politics  
around the world. Of course there are vast numbers of women 
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who remain isolated and marginal to this development, but certainly, for Feminist 
Popular Education, the transnational exchange of experiences has been an 
invaluable and enriching support. The down-side of this globalization is the 
uniformity it tends to impose on the framing of issues and the discourses of national 
feminism — the ‘Beijingization’ of feminism, it could be called. What gets 
downplayed in this process is the differential power of regions, nations and classes 
to shape the priorities of the international women’s agenda. Local women’s issues, 
the fabric of Feminist Popular Education, are so decontextualized and diluted in the 
process of translation into common, global issues, that they no longer depict 
grassroots women’s concerns. The discourses of international feminist politics with 
relevance and relation to Feminist Popular Education have shifted over the past 
decade. Most significant has been the disappearance of the political reference point 
that internationalist socialism provided for an earlier generation of feminist popular 
educators who worked hard to insist on the immediate, non-deferrable relevance of 
women’s and gender issues to the revolutionary goal. 

The 1980s saw international feminism couched mainly in terms of ‘woman and 
development’, and there, as we discussed earlier, Feminist Popular Education was 
associated with the empowerment approach of Third World poor women. Since 
then, dating particularly from the testimony of women at the 1993 Vienna Tribunal, 
the representation of ‘women’s issues’ as women’s rights within a human-rights 
and liberal-democratic framework has been ascendant. Where Feminist Popular 
Education stands in relation to rights discourse within global feminism is an issue 
for more extensive debate. 

The politics of rights has much to offer women generally in fighting legal and 
constitutional discrimination, and in challenging gender-based persecution. 
Popular feminists have pushed for rights to be inclusive and substantive, to address 
basic needs like shelter, safety from violence and reproductive choice, and it is 
obviously this more encompassing strategic approach to rights that is most 
congruent with the political orientation of Feminist Popular Education. But where 
‘rights’ remain narrowly conceived, where the procedures of litigation needed to 
mobilize their effects are formal, costly, slow and dependent on a high degree of 
literacy and juridical knowledge, the quest for women’s rights can come to exclude 
poor, marginal women and constitute a distraction from the broader popular 
objective of redistributing the world’s abundant resources to those desperately in 
need. The pedagogical question for Feminist Popular Education is whether and 
when and with which issues it is useful to reframe the preoccupations of local 
women in the terminology of ‘rights’, to claim its moral and international clout. 

Finally, we return to the theme of the reconfigurations of state and civil  
society. Neo-liberal policies, as mentioned above, have had the effect 
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of cutting off state services for women and resources for women’s NGOs. In many 
national contexts the loss of funding has weakened women’s organizations. On the 
other hand, it has pushed NGOs into becoming more efficient and viable on the 
market, in some situations undertaking the local distribution of social services on 
behalf of the state, at best delivering them to poor women in less bureaucratic, 
patronizing ways. 

A related tendency, one that derives from the global force of feminism and the 
pressure of the UN on national governments, is the institutionalization of women’s 
issues within the state itself. The establishment of women’s machinery and the 
formal representation of women on policymaking bodies, though often a 
mechanical form of ‘state feminism’, potentially creates a space for organized 
women’s groups and coalitions to intervene in national politics. 

If grassroots women’s voices are to have any impact, Feminist Popular 
Education is faced with the challenge of developing the political skills and 
capacities amongst local women’s groups to engage effectively with state 
bureaucracies,12 of working to transform state processes so that they are more 
friendly to the concerns and style of women’s politics, and of building women’s 
organization nationally and transnationally. 

Conclusion 

This sweeping, rather than exhaustive, review of the ways in which globalization is 
challenging and provoking Feminist Popular Education suggests, first, that 
Feminist Popular Education has a critical role to play in empowering grassroots 
women in this global moment of extreme constraint as well as flickering 
opportunity. It also suggests, however, that this role will best be served not by 
blindly and blithely concurring with the apparently progressive and pragmatic 
discourse of neo-liberalism and democracy, but rather by delineating and defining a 
specifically feminist and popular take on these global trends. A recuperation of the 
radical tradition of both popular education and feminist politics is, we would argue, 
in order. This involves a deep immersion, through Feminist Popular Education 
practice, in the local contexts of women’s lives and the local discourses of gender 
— but with a constant appreciation of how the local is configured, now more than 
ever, by global trends. It also involves a constant assessment of the appropriateness 
and effectiveness of pedagogical practices and learning strategies, honing them to 
reflect the reorientations and refinements of the politics of feminism and social 
transformation. 

Notes 
1.   Sen and Grown 1987. 
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2. Walters and Manicom 1996. 
3. Mayoux 1995. 
4. Elson 1992. 
5. Nadeau 1996. 
6. Heng 1996; Dagg 1996. 
7. Mitter and Rowbotham 1994. 
8. Daines and Seddon 1993. 
9. Moghadam 1994. 

 

10. Puar 1996. 
11. Friedman and Cousins 1996. 
12. Patel 1996. 
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