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Introduction to the Handbook

Marcella Milana, Sue Webb, John Holford, Richard Waller

and Peter Jarvis

This Handbook aims to provide its readership with a wide-ranging frame of
reference for researching adult and lifelong education and learning, in varied
geopolitical and social territories across the world. It has been possible thanks to
a collaborative effort involving, over a 3 year period (from concept to publi-
cation), seventy-one established scholars and newer researchers from Africa
(six), Asia (eight), Europe (twenty-six), Latin America (four), North America
(nineteen), and Oceania (eight).

Its premise is that adult education, adult learning, lifelong education, and life-
long learning are entangled activities that have differentially captured academic,
political and practical attention over time and space. As a result, time and again
scholarly work concerned with the education of adults and the learning that
happens in adulthood treats these activities as either synonymous or distinctive.
This frequently results in intangible conceptual tensions between adult educa-
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2 M. MILANA ET AL.

tion, adult learning, lifelong education and lifelong learning, which affect the
very object of academic enquiry, and its investigation.

A wide range of disciplines has, of course, helped address the cognitive, physical,
social and political dynamics and processes of education and learning that occur
in formal, non-formal and informal contexts beyond schooling. Thus the
scholarly literature on adult education, adult learning, lifelong education, and
lifelong learning is extensive. It includes key reference books that in recent years
have gathered together diverse contributions in an attempt to redefine the
contours of what has been for a long time a delimited field (i.e. adult educa-
tion), in the light of developments in cross-related areas of studies (i.e. adult
learning, lifelong education, lifelong learning). Such texts include among oth-
ers: Kasworm, Rose and Ross-Gordon 2010; Wilson and Hayes 2010; Findsen
and Formosa 2011; Jarvis 2012; Aspin et al. 2012.

Yet we (the Editors) perceived a gap in the literature for a reference book
that explicitly approaches the inner tensions between adult education, adult
learning, lifelong education, and lifelong learning, especially one that is sensitive
to the multiple disciplinary heritages entrenched in researching the education
and learning that occur in adulthood. This collection seeks to combine
discipline-based theoretical perspectives, examining their influences on, and the
contaminations they bring to, researching the education and learning of adults,
and also the frictions and dilemmas these present. Last but not least this book
seeks to exemplify the international dimension in researching education and
learning in formal, non-formal and informal contexts beyond schooling.

Accordingly, three central questions guided our design of this Handbook:

1. How is the field of adult and lifelong education and learning being
understood and conceptualised by research in the twenty-first century?
What theoretical frames are researchers drawing on and why?

2. How are researchers locating and representing their work within the
diverse descriptors of the field and the tensions between these terms—for
example, adult education, lifelong education, lifelong learning, adult
learning and lifelong learners? How are these understandings related to
the ontological and epistemological positions of researchers, and their
global positions?

3. What disciplinary traditions and practices are researchers drawing on and
how are these traditions, bodies of knowledge or practices informing the
questions and issues researchers consider important or the dilemmas and
challenges their research is focused on?

From the outset we envisaged a loose structure for this Handbook. This, we
considered, would best tease out the richness of diverse scholars’ insights, as
they engage with one or more of these questions from their own conceptual,
methodological, disciplinary and geographical positions.

As Editors, we have tried to overcome mainstream and cultural-related
attitudes and assumptions, and have benefitted from the invaluable support of
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our international Editorial Advisory Board: Prof Tonic Maruatona (Africa), Prof
Weiyuan Zhang and Prof Helen Bound (Asia), Prof Andreas Fejes (Europe),
Prof Timothy Ireland (Latin America), Prof Emeritus Tom Nesbit and Prof
Emerita Amy D. Rose (North America), and Prof Richard Bagnall (Oceania).
Undoubtedly the active engagements that we, and members of the Editorial
Advisory Board, have with scholarly journals in adult education, adult learning,
lifelong education, and lifelong learning, have proved a rich resource.

Together we identified more than a hundred potential contributors, whose
research is well known in national or international academic communities, and
draws on, and at times combines, different disciplinary knowledge, or expands
our understandings in various ways. But while we invited these colleagues to
contribute, we must recognise the limits of what is possible.

One such limit is language. Language shapes the way we appreciate and
communicate about research. This was envisaged as a book to be published in
English, so even when English was not their first language, it was important that
contributors were proficient and willing to write in English, or able to have their
contributions well translated. Despite our efforts, therefore, out of sixty-five
authors of individual or collective chapters included in this Handbook, half are
based in the Anglophone world (Australia: seven; Canada: six; New Zealand:
one; the United Kingdom: eight; the USA: eleven). However, the other half is
not. Among contributing authors outside the Anglophone world, the vast
majority work in a country where English is a foreign language (Argentina: one;
Belgium: one; Brazil: two; Bulgaria: two; China: one; Denmark: three; Finland:
one; France: two; Germany: one; Malta: one; Italy: two; Palestine: one; Spain:
one; Sweden: three), though a few are based in countries that, due to past
colonial ties, still recognise English as an official language (Botswana: three;
Ghana: one; Hong Kong: one; Philippines: one; South Africa: one; Singapore:
three). If this Handbook had been designed for publication in Mandarin
Chinese or Spanish, just to mention the two most spoken languages in the
world (other than English) (Lewis et al. 2016), it would no doubt convey rather
different frames of reference for researching adult and lifelong education and
learning.

Knowledge is, of course, never value free; neither is any reference book
aimed at defining and bordering a vast arca of academic research across
geopolitical and social territories. Language conditions how we gain access to
and disseminate research, but a number of other factors also influence how
knowledge is produced, and thus contribute to shaping the boundaries of a field
of academic enquiry.

In the social sciences, as Sartori (1984: 16) notes, the accumulation of
knowledge, as well as the stability of language, depends on the terms used,
because language not only expresses, but also moulds our thought. On this line
of thinking, ‘allocating a term to a concept—terming the concept—is a most
central decision’ (Ibid.).

We intentionally defined the field of academic enquiry covered by this
Handbook as adult and lifelonyg education and learning. This phrase, composed
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of words we selected and grammatically linked to one other, is unusual in the
specialised literature. More common are combinations of two of the words
(adult education, adult learning, lifelong education, lifelong learning), or
phrases that grammatically link at least three such words (e.g. adult and lifelong
learning, adult learning and education, education and lifelong learning, adult
education and litelong learning).

It was not our intention to predetermine the boundaries of a field of aca-
demic enquiry in which we position ourselves. Rather we wished to permit more
stable allocations of terms to concepts in order to unleash the potential for a
collective rebounding of the field. Hence we acknowledge that the result of our
collective endeavour is only one possible rebounding that might have been
possible—yet we believe, it has been fruitful for the accumulation of knowledge
on cognitive, physical, social and political dynamics and processes of adult and
lifelong education and learning.

Nonetheless, we purposely described this collective redrawing of boundaries
in terms of research on (not in) adult and lifelong education and learning, for
two main reasons. First, we felt that there are already many valid resource books
for practitioners willing to increase their knowledge on how to teach, or create
the conditions for learning, that address adults in formal, non-formal and
informal contexts. As we write, we know more are under preparation by pro-
fessional organisations that represent practitioners (at least in the Anglophone
world). At the same time, we note that the number of university chairs and
specialised undergraduate and graduate programmes in adult education have
been reducing in number; in some countries, they have disappeared entirely.
Hence both newer and more established scholars in the field face some diffi-
culties in gaining access to, and disseminating, knowledge gained through
research in their own countries and elsewhere. Second, the richness and com-
plexity of adult and lifelong education and learning as a field of academic
enquiry almost defies attempts to be thoroughly analysed or fully represented in
this or any other Handbook (no matter its length).

We hope that despite these limitations, this Handbook contributes new
knowledge and understandings derived from research on adult and lifelong
education and learning in various parts of the world. We therefore hope that it
will be of value to undergraduate and postgraduate students. However, it is
equally our hope that the Handbook will stimulate further research by newer
and more established scholars who share an interest in how the education and
learning of adults in contemporary societies is affected by socio-cultural, political
and economic globalisation processes. Regardless of their geographical location,
undergraduates, postgraduates and newer and established academics need to
understand their relationship to these knowledge producing processes in the
field of adult and lifelong education and learning. And arguably, we hope this
Handbook will also encourage researchers to rethink questions of equity and
fairness and the sustainable prosperity of individuals, their immediate commu-
nities, and societies at large.
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HaNDBOOK OVERVIEW

The structure of this Handbook is the result of inductive inferences
(Polkinghorne 1983) that we made, reading and discussing time and again each
of the chapters submitted for publication, in editorial communications and
exchanges between the authors, and with our Editorial Advisory Board. In
doing so, we built on our knowledge of the field. Yet, while looking at possible
interconnections and cross-references among the chapters, we abandoned the
apparent certainties of our original categorisation. Initially, we had intended to
distinguish between three conceptualisations: firstly, learning in adulthood and
learning systems; secondly, understandings and knowing about learners, edu-
cators and learning; and thirdly, dilemmas and challenges. Whilst the Handbook
does provide chapters that focus on these three sets of ideas, and the ideas can
be searched for using the index, we have not used these concepts as the
organising structure. Instead, we adopted a different organising rationale,
drawing on human geography as a powerful metaphor for depicting the terri-
tory of research on adult and lifelong education and learning,.

Since the new millennium, as Storey (2015) points out, there has been an
increased interest among scholars of human geography in the social and political
contexts of how we understand a territory and issues of territoriality. Traditional
understandings of a territory as the spatial extend under the jurisdiction of a
state, and of territoriality as a state strategy to create a sense of ownership over
such territory, and act for its (material and ideational) defence (Dahlman 2009),
have been both revisited and expanded. For instance, Delaney (2005) stresses
that territories are not simple bounded spatial entities, but rather the result of a
mix of power, ideology and authority. Thus, territoriality is entrenched in social
practices and processes that blend space, power and meaning. In this line of
thinking, Storey (2012) speaks of various territorial strategies applied to affirm,
keep or oppose power in diverse social and political contexts, and of different
territorial practices that can strengthen, support or contest diverse forms of
exclusion.

Metaphorically, we see educational research as a territorialised world, of
which differentiated arcas of research are observable manifestations. Yet the
production of distinct spaces for the creation, dissemination and accumulation
of academic knowledge implies the production of distinct territories within the
world of educational research. As such adult education, adult learning, lifelong
education, and lifelong learning can be seen as the resultant of territorialisation
processes that occur at the micro-scale, where each is produced as a bounded
space claimed by group of academics, practitioners and policymakers, jointly or
on their own terms. Yet, in human geography, as Storey (2015) notes, the
concepts of territory and territorialisation simplify and limit complex phenom-
ena that involve particular ways of thinking about or imagining space—in the
service of specific political functions. Similarly, we imagined this Handbook as a
bounded space or territory to serve as a reference book for newer and
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established scholars. The contours of this territory are represented by the three
‘spaces’, or parts, of this Handbook.

Part I, Thinking and Rethinking the Field, has probably the least
self-explanatory title. We hope this implies that territorial borders are not fixed
or defined once and forever at the conceptual level. The section Theoretical
Landscapes presents collective theoretical frameworks of reference in adult
education and learning in which the pioneering work of a few scholars have
been further developed by others, and constitute today well-established and
recognisable theories and/or theoretical perspectives. The section Generative
pathways comprises original conceptualisations and theorisations that selected
scholars have developed over their lifetimes, either in solitude or in collaborative
efforts with others, in order to make sense of specific concerns and research
areas. For the most this work draws on different traditions and/or disciplines,
but always adopts critical, self-reflective, and personal lenses. Finally, the section
Conceptual Sites depicts political economic influences and tensions in
re /thinking adult education and learning, which we see as just one ‘site’ within
the larger landscape of adult education and learning research, but to which—for
its contemporary relevance—we pay particular attention here.

Part II, Scale and Movement, suggests that at the socio-cultural and
political levels, there are distinctive territorial borders, depending on the scale
on which we focus attention. At the same time, it recognises the permeability of
such boundaries. These become especially evident when we take into account
the flows of people across geographical borders, and the ideas and capacities
they carry with them. Accordingly, the Global section deals with research on
issues such as, the sustainability of the world we inhabit and the social injustices
that persist within it, but also on the work of intergovernmental organisations,
and their discourses on adult and lifelong education and learning. It also reflects
on how different research patterns within the field capture what goes beyond
national borders. The Regional section brings to light how different territori-
alisation processes—that build on countries’ political alliances and/or cultural
proximity—frame the research on adult and lifelong education and learning.
Similar processes, however, also occur in territories that correspond to spaces of
state jurisdiction in South America, Asia or the Middle East, as depicted in the
National section. Finally, the Transience section questions the territorialisation
processes that build on the geography of territories, addressing the conceptual
and practical dilemmas these raise.

Finally, Part III, Contexts, People and Practices, concentrates on the
collective and individual actors whose power, ideology and authority contribute
to the creation of territories as bounded spaces for the education and learning of
adults. But in so doing, it pays equal attention to inanimate and often silenced
phenomena that play strategic roles in creating a sense of ownership over the
territory of adult and lifelong education and learning. The section Organisations
looks at study circles, popular universities, universities, enterprises and academic
publishing as non-spatial dimensions of education and learning territories. The
Leayners section looks at other non-spatial dimensions, exploring some
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characteristics of particular adult learners, such as their age, disabilities and
sexual orientation. Finally, the section on Technologies, Objects & Artefocts
further expands on the non-spatial dimensions that contribute to territoriali-
sation processes, from the information and communication technologies that
brought Massive Open Online Courses or Open Education Resources to centre
stage to arts, fiction, and popular culture. Such bounded spaces may function as
new or alternative territories for adults’ learning and education.

Short introductions to Parts I, IT and III present in greater detail the work
that each embraces.

How 1o Ust THis HANDBOOK

Likewise any other Handbook, people may choice and read selected chapters or
sections according to own interests. But there are also many other pathways to
read through this Handbook, among which we here point at just a few.

People willing to delve into the epistemic complexity of adult education,
adult learning, and lifelong education and learning, may start by reading
Richard G. Bagnall and Steven Hodge’s epistemological analysis (Chap. 2),
then read about the learning turn in Terri Seddon’s contribution (Chap. 7), to
conclude with reading about the conceptual relations between learning and
education in Palle Rasmussen’s chapter (Chap. 6).

Readers attentive in issues of social inclusion and justice may go through the
contributions on people with disabilities by Jovita M. Ross-Gordon (Chap. 45),
and on the complex lives of lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, intersex,
and ally by Matthew E. Eichler and Racidon P. Bernarte (Chap. 46), to continue
with the contribution on older adults by Brian Findsen (Chap. 43). They may
also read forward on the social injustices of participation in adult literacy pro-
grammes, in Lyn Tett’s contribution (Chap. 19), and consider equity issues
connected with participation in adult learning and education, thanks to the
contribution of Kjell Rubenson (Chap. 18). Finally, they may question whether
Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs) really democratise participation, as
does Sarah Speight in her contribution (Chap. 48). Yet, readers interested in the
empirical studies on lifelong learning, may also consider the heuristic potential of
the capability approach in conceptualising lifelong learning, with the contribu-
tion of Pepka Boyadjieva and Petya Ilieva-Trichkova (Chap. 15).

People willing to delve into more critical turns and perspectives may read
the chapter on the critical turn in human resources development by Tonette S.
Rocco, Sunny L. Munn & Joshua C. Collins (Chap. 13), and the chapter on
transformative sustainability education by Elizabeth A. Lange (Chap. 21).

Those with an interest in African countries may start with the contribution
of Michael Tagoe on the historical relation between adult education and social
movements in Ghana (Chap. 28), then read Idowu Biao and Tonic Maruatona’
contribution on the challenges and prospects for lifelong learning in the
Southern African Development Community (Chap. 26), read further on
South African university engagement in Julia Preece's contribution (Chap. 42),
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to conclude with a focus on the role of open educational resources and
indigenous learning for Africa’s older adults, as presented by Rebecca Nthogo
Lekoko and Keitseope Nthomang (Chap. 49).

People attentive to adult and lifelong education and learning in Latina
America may initiate their reading with the contribution of Danilo R. Streck
and Cheron Zanini Moretti (Chap. 23) on the dialogue between Adult and
Popular Education in Latin America, then read about the Argentinean debate
between Lifelong and Popular Education in the contribution by Lidia Mercedes
Rodriguez (Chap. 27), to finally reflect on the relevance of Paulo Freire’s work
today, thanks to the contribution by Emilio Lucio-Villegas (Chap. 9).

Far more reading pathways through this Handbook are of course possible.
No matter the one(s) one chooses, we wish for an enjoyable reading that can
stimulate thoughts, and further research on adult and lifelong education and
learning.
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PART I

Thinking and Rethinking the Field

INTRODUCTION

The essence of scholarship is the reshaping of knowledge. Classically, of course,
this happens through discovery of the new: previously unknown facts, or new
theories, models and perspectives which enable us to understand afresh what we
already know. But scholarship is not just a matter of discovering the surprising
or unforeseen, of radically new insights and wholly new theorisations. Very
often, new discoveries and interpretations are incremental: ‘standing on the
sho[u]lders of giants’, as Newton (1676) famously put it—or, more modestly,
peeping over the shoulders of colleagues. This is no less true in lifelong edu-
cation and learning as in any other field of inquiry, and in this Handbook we
emphasise the need for continual intellectual work on the nature of our field.
For this reason, we do not see territorial boundaries—conceptual or geo-
graphical—as fixed or defined once and for all: in our field as in others, land-
marks change and contours shift; fences are erected, eroded or torn down. The
label we use for the field of academic enquiry—adult and lifelong education and
learning—itself points to this volatility.

The chapters in Part I explore some of the contours and complexities of the
field: they encourage us to think about it and to rethink it, and show some ways
in which this can be done. The chapters are arranged in three sections. Those in
the first, Theoretical Landscapes, explore theories and perspectives that have
become well-established frames of reference. To begin with Richard G. Bagnall
and Steven Hodge look at the epistemology of contemporary adult and lifelong
education and learning, illuminating the ‘vocationalisation’ that dominates
policy and provision. Prevailing cultural contexts, they argue, selectively favour
particular epistemologies, and this explains the episodic flourishing of con-
structivist and emancipatory epistemologies. Neoliberalism, seen as a context,
explains the shift from ‘education’ to ‘learning’ and the ascendency of a
‘vocationalist’ epistemology—though they also suggest the rise of a situational
epistemology may herald its future decline. In the second chapter, Chad
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Hoggan engages with transformative learning, one of today’s most prominent
paradigms. This suffers, he argues, from conceptual ‘evacuation’: that is, the
term is used to refer to such a wide variety of phenomena that it has lost any
distinctive meaning. Transformative learning is a ‘metatheory’, but he suggests a
typology of outcomes that can generate some clarity.

Mezirow was clear about transformative learning’s links with Habermas, but
arguably its influence rests on its ‘metatheoretical’ nature. Some educational
theories take root across a wide intellectual, political and pedagogical spectrum.
In different ways the remaining three chapters in this section engage with the
genealogies, challenges and potential of theories rooted in this emancipatory
tradition. Stephen Brookfield explores two major traditions of critical analysis
that have framed much adult educational theorising: Marxism and the Frankfurt
School of critical social theory, and the critical pedagogy tradition associated
with Paulo Freire. He also touches on the influence of transformative learning
and other critically-inclined streams of theorising such as feminist theory, queer
theory, Africentrism and critical race theory on adult education. In all, of these
he suggests, theory is to play a part in dismantling structures of power by
critiquing the ideologies that keep these structures in place.

John D. Holst looks at the connections between ‘radical adult education’
and ‘social movement learning’. What, he asks, is the relationship between our
scholarship and the socio-political and economic contexts in which adult edu-
cation researchers and social movement actors and organisations operate. He
addresses this historically, focussing on the USA and the Americas since 1945.
In contrast, Palle Rasmussen’s discussion of adult learning and communicative
rationality is set in a profoundly European frame. ‘Learning’ (as opposed to the
more humanist idea of ‘education’) has been much used in policy discourse of
late: Rasmussen discusses philosophical criticisms of learning, the significance of
the German tradition of Bilduny, the significance of learning theorists such as
Knud Illeris, and the contributions of two critical social theorists: Jiirgen
Habermas and Oskar Negt. He sees these as substantiating the interactive
dimension of learning: the link between individual learning processes and the
complexity of contemporary social life.

The section on Generative Patlnways explores various scholars’ original the-
orisations. Their work draws on different traditions and disciplines, but they
adopt critical, self-reflective, and personal lenses. We begin with Terri Seddon’s
discussion of ‘Adult Education and the “Learning” Turn’. As lifelong learning
has replaced adult education (from the 1990s) ‘learning as performance’ has
displaced the established world of adult and lifelong self-development. Using
the concept of ‘analytic borderlands’, she traces global transitions through the
‘learning turn’ in Australian adult education. ‘Lifelong learning’, ‘adult edu-
cation” and ‘lifelong education’ are, she argues, historically specific forms of
more general political rationalities, institutionalised spaces and necessary uto-
pias. Danny Wildemeersch then explores the paradox that while adult education
typically aims at encouraging its participants to be socially or politically critical, it
often results in inequality rather than emancipation. He suggests that by taking
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‘equality of intelligence’ (in Ranciere’s sense) as the point of departure, par-
ticipants can take their emancipation in their own hands. In the following
chapter, Emilio Lucio-Villegas ‘revisits’ Paulo Freire and the idea of adult
education for emancipation. Starting from Freire’s key concepts—culture, dia-
logue, literacy method, the duality of oppressor/oppressed, conscientisation,
and the role of the educator—Lucio-Villegas updates Freire’s thought for
today’s social and educational environment, where policies and practices focus
so strongly on the labour market.

Henning Salling Olesen’s chapter introduces a psycho-societal approach to
theorising learning, combining a materialist theory of socialisation with a
hermeneutic interpretation methodology. Individual psychic development, he
maintains, produces an inner psycho-dynamic that is a conscious and uncon-
scious resource in the individual’s future life—but this occurs in large part
through symbolisation and language. Laura Formenti also explores the signif-
icance of individuals’ biographies, but sees complexity theory as a way of
overcoming disconnections and dichotomies. Looking for a ‘pattern which
connects’ can, she argues, move us to a more cooperative notion of adult
education.

Finally, the section on Conceptunl Sites addresses political and economic
influences and tensions in rethinking adult education and learning. This is, of
course, only one ‘site’ within the larger landscape of adult education and
learning research, but—because of its contemporary relevance—we feel it
deserves particular attention. In the first chapter, Richard Desjardins explores
three political economy perspectives, linking them to the Organisation for
Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD)’s shifting policy agenda on
adult education over the last five decades. These perspectives, he argues, are of
central analytical and political significance when studying adult education pol-
icy. Next, Tonette S. Rocco, Sunny L. Munn, Joshua C. Collins consider how
various critical theories generated space for the creation of critical human
resource development, and how critical race theory is taking HRD in a more
radical direction. Alan Brown and Jenny Bimrose argue for the importance of
exploring learning at work in relation to identity development: they map
changing ideas about the development of identities at work and outline two
models of learning to support identity development at work.

Pepka Boyadjieva and Petya Ilieva-Trichkova’s chapter on ‘lifelong learning
as an emancipation process’ explores the heuristic potential of the capability
approach in conceptualising lifelong learning, and tests its empirical value.
Drawing on the work of Amartya Sen and Martha Nussbaum, they develop an
index of fairness in participation in adult education and, drawing on it, explore
obstacles to participation. Finally, Bente Elkjer’s chapter considers the role
universities play as institutions of knowledge production in today’s
knowledge-based economies. University scholars, he points out, participate not
only in their home university and in global social worlds of knowledge pro-
duction; they are also, he points out, influenced by local traditions, such as the
Nordic countries’ tradition of active participation from ‘below’.
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Contemporary Adult and Lifelong Education
and Learning: An Epistemological Analysis

Richard G. Bagnall and Steven Hodge

Abstract This chapter seeks to shed some light on the prevailing vocationali-
sation of adult and lifelong education and learning policy and provision. It does
so through a framework of competing educational epistemologies, which are
seen as being generated, shaped and selectively foregrounded through educa-
tional responses to the prevailing cultural context. Shifts in the nature of that
context selectively favour different epistemologies, and may be used to explain:
the historical hegemony of disciplinary epistemology; the episodic flourishing of
constructivist and emancipatory epistemologies and—with the recent develop-
ment of a neoliberal cultural context—also the shift from ‘education to learning’
in labelling the field, the contemporary ascendency of instrumental epistemol-
ogy evident in the vocationalisation of the field, and the anticipated future
decline of that epistemology, with the possible rise of a situational epistemology.

INTRODUCTION

The nature of contemporary adult and lifelong education and learning as a field
of educational provision and learning engagement is demonstrably constrained
by a policy context demanding its delivery of vocational outcomes. That
framing has been the subject of wide-ranging critique and analysis: critique from
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a diversity of views of what is educationally valuable, and analysis focusing
largely on its being understood as a neoliberal turn in social policy.

This chapter builds on that body of scholarship in arguing that the general
nature of the field at any moment in time may be better understood through a
framework of competing educational epistemolggies—different accounts of what
is important in the act of knowing, and hence of how such knowledge should be
learned and imparted. Those different educational epistemologies have been
generated and selectively foregrounded over time through educational
responses to the prevailing cultural context. Four such epistemologies may be
seen as having featured significantly in the formation of the field: disciplinary
epistemology (wherein valued knowledge is that which is #rue), constructivist
epistemology (wherein valued knowledge is that which is authentic), emanci-
patory epistemology (wherein valued knowledge is that which is powerful) and
instrumental epistemology (wherein valued knowledge is that which is exhibited
in effective action). Each draws on historically deep roots in educational policy,
practice, advocacy and theorisation. Each has come to entail particular prop-
erties of education and learning. Differences across the epistemologies in those
properties are matters of kind as well as degree. They are also matters of ethical
import—differences in what it is educationally right to do and good to be.
Across epistemologies, such matters tend to be mutually exclusive, suggesting a
degree of incommensurability—or irresolvability—between educational
approaches across the epistemologies. The epistemologies thus may be under-
stood as competing in those respects with others in their educational and
learning implications and as conforming to some extent to the notion of
competing paradigms: epistemic traditions maintained by and through their
persuasiveness to their broader cultural context.

Shifts in the nature of the prevailing cultural context selectively favour dif-
ferent epistemologies. The prevailing cultural context during the development
of modern adult education and, subsequently, lifelong education as a field of
educational provision and learning engagement, was that of the modernist
project of progressive scientific humanism, which encouraged the episodic
expression of disciplinary, constructivist and emancipatory epistemologies.
However, the critical rational empiricism that drove the project of modernity
progressively reached the point in the course of the twentieth century where it
not only undermined the grounds for the traditional commitment to the uni-
versal intrinsic values of progressive humanism, but also spawned a cultural
pervasion of electronic communications technology. These developments have
redefined social realities, leading to the contemporary cultural context of
globalising performativity or neoliberalism. Under those conditions, cultural
value has become strongly extrinsic, encouraging the ascendency of instru-
mental epistemology in the field of adult and lifelong education and learning.

Criticism of instrumentalism in adult and lifelong education and learning
draws strongly on disciplinary, constructivist and emancipatory epistemologies,
all now marginalised by their incompatibility with the contemporary cultural
context. As such, that criticism is essentially ineffectual in influencing
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educational policy and practice, because of the compatibility of educational
instrumentalism with the contemporary cultural context. That context, though,
may be seen as continuing to evolve into one that is more demanding of
diversity, flexibility and situational responsiveness. It is thus increasingly at odds
with instrumental education and epistemology.

However, none of the traditional educational epistemologies emerges as
capturing the sort of education that is likely to be compatible with the emerging
contemporary cultural context. There are intimations, though, of adult and
lifelong education and learning developing the nature of what may seen as a
situational epistemology, grounded in instrumental education, and hence
beholden to it, but also striking out in radically different directions.

This chapter expands that line of argument by, firstly, introducing the
epistemological framework. An argument for the importance of the contem-
porary cultural context in determining the prevailing epistemological form of
adult and lifelong education and learning is then developed, followed by a
sketching of the rise of instrumentalism in the field and an outline of recent
critique of the contemporarily prevailing instrumentalist epistemology from
within the field. The chapter then ends with a reflection on a possible future of
the field evidencing an emergent situational epistemology.

THE EPISTEMOLOGICAL. FRAMEWORK

The nature of the field of adult and lifelong education and learning at any point
in time and place is argued here to be reflected in, and valuably understood as
expressing, an educational epistemology. The notion of epistemology here fol-
lows traditional usage in identifying that discipline of inquiry which is focused on
the philosophical study of knowledge: what knowledge is and how it is gener-
ated, learned, taught, assessed and used (Sulkowski 2013). Epistemological
inquiry has traditionally identified and focused critical attention on a diversity of
different conceptions of what constitutes knowledge—of what it actually
amounts to—including coherentist, foundationalist, pragmatic, naturalistic,
relativist, positivist, realist and critical realist conceptions (Abel 2011). These
different conceptions of knowledge may be seen, then, as constituting distinc-
tive, substantive accounts of the nature of knowledge—as what may be termed
different epistemoloyies.

While such epistemologies are certainly important in education, particularly in
educational research (Brown and Baker 2007), in educational policy and practice,
attention has traditionally been focused not so much on the nature of knowl-
edge, as on what is important in the act of knowing. Such attention introduces a
normative clement into the recognition of different epistemologies—
that of what is humanly émportant. Such normativity recognises that the epis-
temologies give expression to the cultural practices of education, including adult
and lifelong education, in articulating what should be done and should be the
case in those cultural practices (Hansen 2007). Correspondingly, the episte-
mologies defined in this way are different from those defined by traditional



16 R.G. BAGNALL AND S. HODGE

philosophy. They align only partly with traditionally recognised epistemologies,
with, for example, logical positivism (Hanfling 1981) historically falling into
what is recognised here as disciplinary epistemology, although the latter is now
substantially critical realist (Archer 1995), and critical realism is also influential
in what are here presented as the constructivist and instrumental epistemologies.
What is recognised here as emancipatory epistemology, though, is closely
aligned with traditional epistemic relativism (Muller 2000). The educational
epistemologies draw on earlier educational scholarship that recognised different
philosophies of education (Elias and Merriam 2005). Our concern here, though,
is with epistemological expressions that are interpretatively emergent from dif-
ferent educational approaches, or clusters of epistemically similar approaches;
and this presents a clarity, coherence and empirical grounding not evident in
earlier theorising: hence, the use here of the notion of educational
epistemologies.

We may recognise four such traditional, historically prominent, conceptions
of what is important in the act of knowing: knowledge as truth, knowledge as
authentic commitment, knowledge as power and knowledge as effective action.
Each of those conceptions is seen as defining an epistemology: knowledge as
truth defining disciplinary epistemology, knowledge as authentic commitment
defining constructivist epistemology, knowledge as power defining emancipatory
epistemology and knowledge as effective action defining instrumental episte-
mology. The recognition of these four epistemologies seeks to capture the
substantial majority of published arguments about the value of different con-
ceptions of adult and lifelong education and learning.

Each epistemology captures a distinctive approach to the development of
new knowledge, to learning, and to using knowledge, as well as a distinctive
view of how that use contributes to human well-being (Williamson 2000). Each
thus captures the distinctive normative constraints evident in educational policy
and practice that serve as the grounds for that policy or practice being judged as
properly educational, or as education of a high standard, from the perspective of
that epistemology. In particular, it captures the nature of particular ways
of thinking about education, over others, and it captures particular aspects of
educational policy and practice, rather than others—including the sort of
educational outcomes that are prioritised, the criteria for assessing educational
attainment and the qualities that are particularly valued in educators. These
educational characteristics are evidenced in different approaches to education:
each epistemology giving expression to a closely related cluster of approaches
evidencing those characteristics as its essential qualities, and each epistemology
capturing the arguments for each approach.

Although the recognition of these four epistemologies is grounded in edu-
cational scholarship, their articulation to date has been fragmentary, and hence
their implications for our understanding of the value of adult and lifelong
education and learning have not been recognised or systematised as we are
attempting to do here. Our purpose, then, in focusing on the four episte-
mologies in this work, is to sketch their epistemic and normative features within
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the field of adult and lifelong education and learning, and to examine how those
features may inform our understanding of the recent evolution of the field.

The following brief outline of each epistemology (Table 1) sketches, firstly,
selected key epistemic features: its conception of knowledge, how new knowl-
edge is developed, how it is learned and how it is seen as contributing to human
well-being. Selected normative characteristics of educational theory, policy and
practice through which the epistemology is expressed are then outlined: its
educational teleology, the core focus of educational engagement, its criteria for
assessing educational attainment, the sort of knowledge sought in its educators,
and contemporarily significant educational approaches evidencing it.

Disciplinary Epistemology

At the core of disciplinary epistemology is a view of knowledge as truth about
reality (Abel 2011). Such knowledge thus tends to be propositional and theo-
retical in nature, in its being articulated through explanatory and predictive
frameworks (Pollock and Cruz 1999). Its generation focuses on the objective,
disciplinary, discovery of theoretical knowledge through discrete academic
disciplines (Archer 1995). Likewise, the learning of disciplinary knowledge is
through the study of disciplinary bodies of knowledge (Hutchins 1968).
Disciplinary knowledge is thus seen as contributing to human well-being
through the Enlightenment path to wisdom, on which better knowledge of
what is right, good, true, and beautiful, and of how reality actually works, itself
leads to human action for the individual and greater good (Collier 2004).

Education evidencing disciplinary epistemology is directed to achieving
individual enlightenment across all important domains of knowledge (Mulcahy
2009). Educational engagement focuses on the immersion of learners in the
theoretical content of academic disciplines as bodies of knowledge (Hirst and
Peters 1970). Criteria for assessing educational attainment are strongly focused
on assessing learners’ mastery of the content: their capacity to understand,
interpret, interrelate and manipulate disciplinary content through language and
numerical symbolic systems (Barnett 1994 ). Educators (as teachers) are valued
particularly for their disciplinary or content expertise, and are seen importantly
as transmitting disciplinary content to their students through good teaching and
their capacity to assess student learning objectively, reliably and validly (O’Hear
2012). The contemporarily or recently significant educational approach evi-
dencing disciplinary epistemology is commonly characterised as being /iberal in
nature (van der Wende 2011).

Constructivist Epistemology

At the core of constructivist epistemology is a view of knowledge as authentic
commitment and engagement—authentic in the sense that such commitments
are, in some way, true to the nature of humanity and its cultural contexts, across
the range of artistic, scientific, individual, social and political endeavour
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(Dooley 1974). The idea of commitment here entails that which is meaningful
in some sense to the subjects, in that it expresses or realises notions or capacities
that are valued by them—aesthetically, descriptively, experientially, historically,
interactively, scientifically or in other like ways. Such knowledge thus tends to
focus on the idea of beiny and to be dispositional in nature. Its generation,
correspondingly, may be characterised as the culturally grounded generation of
dispositional knowledge (Biesta and Burbules 2003), often negotiated or
interactive, and drawing upon a wide range of types of human experience and
engagement (Alexander 1995). The learning of constructivist knowledge tends
to be grounded, experientially, in structured human engagements or interac-
tions and to involve discursive reflection on those experiences (Fairfield 2009).
Constructivist knowledge is thus seen as contributing to human well-being by
its direct relationship to matters of human concern, through its development of
human character in all of its dimensions (Blackham 1968).

Education evidencing constructivist epistemology is directed to the realisa-
tion or the actualisation of individual and collective potential to &e fully and
holistically human (O’Hear 2012). The core focus of educational engagement is
on the immersion of learners in the process of their development as persons, in
and through authentic interactive educational engagements situated in the
cultural contexts of significance to them (Dewey 1966). It is directed to
developing individual character—holistically, through self-knowledge and
self-development—in its social and spiritual context. Criteria for assessing
educational attainment are drawn from pertinent models of human, social and
spiritual development, with appropriate cultural contextualisation (Patterson
1973). Educators, commonly regarded as learning facilitators, are valued for
their communicative and social skills, and their character as empathic, under-
standing, encouraging and accepting guides of their students (Valett 1977).
Contemporarily significant educational approaches evidencing constructivist
epistemology are commonly characterised as being humanistic or progressive
and student-centred (Howlett 2013).

Emancipatory Epistemology

At the core of emancipatory epistemology is a view of knowledge as power, in
the sense that all knowledge is seen as serving a political agenda involving the
structuring of relationships between and among categories of persons (Abdi
20006). All knowledge is thus accepted as being relative to the explanatory
framework through which it is generated, although it is acknowledged that
some such frameworks better represent the world than do others (Hart 1992).
The generation of emancipatory knowledge involves the construction, elabo-
ration and use of an explanatory framework of meaning that is paradigmatically
radically oppositional to the prevailing hegemonic framework or ideology, but
which is understood to be the natural one (Freire 1970). The emancipatory
framework is thus seen as being totalising or universalising, and hence naturally
universal (Brookfield and Holst 2011). Learning through it involves the



20 R.G. BAGNALL AND S. HODGE

conscientisation (consciousness-raising with respect to the emancipatory
framework) and the radicalisation of the learner (against the false realities of the
prevailing hegemony) (Newman 1999). The contribution of emancipatory
knowledge to human well-being is thus through the emancipatory explanatory
framework being understood as optimising social, economic and environmental
relationships for the greater good of humankind: liberating oppressed persons
from the false consciousness and exploitation they have been experiencing
under the prevailing hegemonic framework (Monchinski and Gerassi 2009).

Education evidencing emancipatory epistemology is directed to individual
and societal transformation through the development of learner commitment to
living in and through that framework (Brookfield and Holst 2011). Its core
focus is on the immersion of learners in the emancipatory explanatory frame-
work: a strategy that focuses attention, simultaneously, on the weaknesses of the
opposing hegemonic framework, as the object of critique and social action, and
on the strengths of the emancipatory one, as the source of criticism and social
action (McMurchy-Pilkington 2008). The criteria for assessing educational
attainment informed by emancipatory epistemology are strictly and straight-
forwardly dictated by its explanatory framework: they are immanent to it
(Brookfield 2005). Educators are valued primarily for their knowledge of and
commitment to that framework and their ability to persuade learners to its cause
(Ilich 1973). Contemporarily significant educational approaches evidencing
emancipatory epistemology include those commonly characterised as being
critical, radical or transformative, including socialist, feminist and Freirean
approaches (Collins 1998).

Instrumental Epistemology

At the core of instrumental epistemology is a view of knowledge as effective
action—as the capability to act on and in the world according to rationally
proven procedures (Bagnall 2004). The ends, though, to which action is
directed, are essentially external to the epistemology, being drawn from the
prevailing cultural context, rather than the epistemology itself (Bauman 1995).
Such knowledge is essentially manipulative in nature, in that it makes it possible
to do certain things in particular ways (Bagnall 1999). Its generation focuses on
its rationally reductionist elucidation in the context of its effective practice,
foregrounding the skills and capabilities—together with their informing
understandings, inclinations and propensities—to undertake the otherwise-
determined valued tasks effectively and efficiently (Monette 1979). The learning
of instrumental knowledge is, correspondingly, undertaken through repeated
cycles of practice and assessment in particular realms of practical engagement—
vocations, professions or other domains of human instrumentality (Harris et al.
1995). Instrumental knowledge is thus seen as contributing to human
well-being through providing more effective and efficient ways of attaining
desired ends valued in the prevailing cultural context (Tuxworth 1989).
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Education evidencing instrumental epistemology is directed entirely to the
end of informing contextually valued action that will be demonstrated perfor-
matively by the learners under appropriate conditions (Bagnall 1993). Its core
focus is on learning engagements in which learners develop and practice skills
predetermined as appropriate to the identified task (Bagnall 1994). Both the
nature of the intended performative attainment and the conditions for its
demonstration or display are specified prior to educational intervention (Gonezi
etal. 1990). Their specification is commonly achieved by subjecting the external
performance goals to formal processes of task analysis (van der Klink et al.
2007). Ideally, the nature and extent of the learning required by each individual
learner will also be known prior to educational intervention, so that the inter-
vention may be structured to achieve the desired change with maximum effi-
ciency (Hyland and Winch 2007). Criteria for assessing educational attainment
are predetermined by the learning task as being performatively demonstrable and
measurable—centrally, the application of skills and capabilities—under the pre-
specified conditions (Jesson et al. 1987). Educators are particularly valued both
for their experience in the cultural context (vocational in most cases) and for their
technical expertise in learning assessment, task analysis and structuring educa-
tional opportunities to achieve desired performance outcomes (Bagnall 2004).
Contemporarily significant educational approaches evidencing instrumental
epistemology include behaviourist, outcomes-based and competence-based
education (Elias and Merriam 2005).

The Epistemologies in Context

Each epistemology thus represents a distinctive understanding of what is edu-
cationally smportant, and that understanding pervades the different dimensions
of education and learning in which the epistemology is empirically grounded.
The question arises, then, of how these differences come to be expressed. Our
response to that question is to argue that the differences are the effects of (1) the
cumulative historical interactions between apologists, critics and scholars of
different educational approaches, responding to the prevailing cultural context of
the moment; and (2) the “fittedness’ of different approaches to those contexts.
Those interactions involve, among other things: (1) the progressive refinement
and articulation of what is distinctive and important about the different
approaches; (2) defending one approach against others, as being more suitable
for the context; (3) criticism of other approaches as being less suitable to the
context; they (4) the development of education theory that supports and
explains any given approach; (5) the development of criteria and standards by
which those claims can be supported; (6) the gathering of evidence on those
criteria to support the claims; and therefore (7) the selective use of evidence to
support particular types of educational theory, policy and practice over others.
All those and their associated activities inevitably have the cumulative effect of
sharpening the differences between the emerging different positions, of differ-
entiating them more clearly and minutely, and of encouraging educational



22  R.G. BAGNALL AND S. HODGE

policy-makers, planners, practitioners and scholars into learned and informed
adherence to one position over the others. In so doing, educational players thus
position themselves in relation to the prevailing cultural context. Inevitably, the
developing positions become increasingly more centred on different conceptions
of what is important in the act of knowing, since that is what is politically central
to all education. They thus take on the form of educational epistemologies.

Crucial to the distinctiveness of the epistemologies is their ethical nature.
The foregoing articulation of the four epistemologies importantly reveals that
the differences between them are not just matters of degree—of differences in
the relative weight or attention to be given to different educational activities.
The differences are, rather, significantly matters of kind—of the nature of
actions that are or are not properly to be regarded as educational. The nor-
mativity inherent in the different conceptions of what is important in the act of
knowing thus develops ethical importance in their respective commitments and
actions. Each epistemology thus entails a view of what should be done in
enhancing the educational attainment of learners; to do anything less—through,
for example, compromising what one does by incorporating requirements from
other epistemologies—is unethical. For example, educational engagement
within a disciplinary epistemology should involve the immersion of learners in
disciplinary knowledge of all types. On the other hand, educational engagement
within a constructivist epistemology requires that it be through the immersion
of learners in authentic experiences. From the perspective of either epistemol-
ogy, the essential educational engagement of the other is #on-educational or, at
best, only partly and insufficiently educational. It either does not count as being
educational, or it counts for very little educationally. From either epistemo-
logical perspective, what the other reguires education to be is unethical, because
it denies what education shou/d be and, in so doing, it denies what stakeholders
have the 7ight to expect that education will involve (and deliver).

The extent to which educational engagements within any one epistemology
may embrace the constructions of any others is thus limited to the extent to
which the constructions of other epistemologies are congruent with its own.
This is a severe limitation, for it pits each epistemology as, potentially, being
oppositional to the others. It thus raises the prospect of incommensurability
between the epistemologies, in the sense that the differences between the
epistemologies and their approaches to education may be irresolvable unless
essential features of education informed by the respective epistemologies are
denied (Feyerabend 1978). The possibility of incommensurability is also indi-
cated partly by the érrationality of compromise across educational engagements
that express different epistemologies: because the differences are not just a
matter of degree, but also of kind, they speak to different features of education.
The possibility of incommensurability is, though, most importantly grounded in
the totalising nature of each epistemology, in that the educational implications
of each epistemology constitute, normatively, the valued nature of 2/l educa-
tion, or of all education in a certain domain. None of the epistemologies has the
nature of a partial construct, the educational implications of which may be taken
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on board to some variable extent and which therefore might be combined with
selected features flowing from other epistemologies. Any educational initiative
that is identified as being within the purview of an epistemology—whether it be
in the nature of policy, curriculum, pedagogy, learning assessment or whatever
—thus creates, in itself, an obligation on the part of educationists to adopt or
conform to it. Each epistemology thus speaks to a different form of education,
any compromise of which is not only érrational, but also a matter of ethical
concern from its epistemological perspective, and each demands recognition of
its essentinl features of education.

In the light of that incommensurability, the arguments from different epis-
temological perspectives may be seen as creating a policy and practice envi-
ronment of forced choice between the epistemologies. In such a situation, the
epistemological commitments immanent to educational policy and action will
tend to be shaped by influences outside the logic of the epistemologically based
educational arguments. They will tend to come, in other words, from the of
prevailing cultural context in relation to which they are formed and moulded.

The prevailing cultural context does, though, demonstrably shift over time
and place (Toulmin 1990). In Western culture, at least, the prevailing cultural
context in recent times has been the product of the modernist project of critical
rational empiricism, grounded in the Enlightenment, with its persistent
undermining of traditional fundamentalist beliefs and its extraordinary gener-
ation of culturally transformative technologies (Habermas 1983). The historical
playing out of the various developments and strands of that project and its
cultural effects has created prevailing cultural contexts that have foregrounded
one or other of the four educational epistemologies outlined above. Over the
last few hundred years, the shifting of prevailing cultural context may be seen as
largely favouring disciplinary epistemology, with pockets of constructivist
epistemology (as, e.g., in the USA) and, with the rise of socialist dogma in
particular, of emancipatory epistemology.

We argue, though, that the contemporarily prevailing cultural context has
tended strongly to favour instrumental epistemology, allowing it to flourish in
many political contexts (Rizvi and Lingard 2010). Its ascendency thus marks
the shift from adult and lifelong education to adult and lifelong learning (Field
2001). That shift has been the object of much of the critique of contemporary
instrumentalism in the field noted above. The contemporary cultural context
has commonly been characterised in recent analysis and critique as neoliberal
(Rizvi 2007), although that terminology is, perhaps, misleading in its sugges-
tion that liberal ideology is a primary driver of the nature of the contemporary
cultural context. Lyotard’s (1984) notion, adopted by Ball (2000), of its being
performative in the sense that all human endeavour is judged in terms of its
effectivity, is closer, but is perhaps too narrowly focused on human action. Here
we avoid those distractions, in using the generic notion of the contemporary
cultural context and in following the arguments of those contemporary com-
mentators who have argued that the contemporary cultural context is more a
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function of the success and progression of the project of modernity (Bauman
1991).

Central to contemporary cultural context is the erosion of the intrinsic value
in knowledge, action and metaphysics: value being significantly reduced to
instrumental value: to the value of the extent to which it is useful in achieving
other ends (Bauman 1998), or what Vattimo (1988) termed ‘exchange value’.
Value thus comes to lie substantially outside of or extrinsic to human being and
action (Bauman 1995). It is conspicuously in the prospect of becoming or
acquiring something else (Schecter 2010). Such instrumentalisation has become
the culturally dominant determinant internationally through the logical pro-
gression of what Habermas (1983: 9) termed ‘the project of modernity ... to
develop objective science, universal morality and law, and autonomous art’.
That project, which progressively dominated at least Western (and westernised)
cultural contexts from the eighteenth century (Dreyfus and Kelly 2011), has
seen the infusion of cultural realities with critical rationalist empiricism:
undermining traditional metaphysical commitments and replacing them with
commitments grounded in reason and empiricism (Toulmin 1990). It reached
the point over the course of the twentieth century where it undermined the
grounds for believing in the truth of its own foundational commitments to the
universal intrinsic values of progressive humanism as the zenith of the project of
modernity—what Lyotard (1984) termed the loss of faith in the grand narra-
tives of modernity—with the progressive, but rapid, rise of a culture of instru-
mentalism (Bagnall 1999). Such culture is substantially lacking in non-arbitrary
intrinsic value. It is culture in which human activity is strongly focused on
instrumentally achieving outcomes drawn from a multiplicity of different
domains of human engagement and systems of belief, and in which the com-
mon determinant of value is that of achieving competitive advantage (Bagnall
2004). It has become the culturally dominant determinant internationally under
the influence of contemporary electronic communications technology (Castells
1998a): technology which is globalising in the sense of its involving the inter-
national integration and convergence of culture and cultural artefacts, including
political, social and economic systems Giddens (1990).

That contemporary cultural context pervades liberal cultural contexts just as
it does the realities of other political persuasions. Any likeness to classical
political liberalism in the contemporary cultural context is quite accidental, and
is focused on the latter’s individualisation of accountability and choice, the
essential moral values of classical liberalism being understandably absent.

Such a cultural context focuses on, or places a high value on, action: on
doing, on performing and on achieving (Ball 2000). In so doing, it focuses on
outcomes—on what is done or achieved in and through that action and on its
effectiveness in doing so (Bauman 1992). It is both grounded in and exhibits the
externalisation of value from human engagements (Bauman 1995). Value is
extrinsic to, rather than intrinsic in, those engagements. In its focus on
achieving desired performance outcomes of extrinsic value, it places a high value
on the efficiency with which resources are used in doing so, to the exclusion of
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other outcomes being attained (Rizvi and Lingard 2010). It therein promotes
attention to the comparative competitive advantage of different types of
engagements, processes, programmes, policies or organisational arrangements
in achieving the desired outcomes (Marginson 1997). In assessing comparative
competitive advantage, all value tends to be reduced to a common commodity
or currency—that of economic cost and benefit—cultural ‘economism’ (Ritzer
1996). The focus, then, is on technical, mechanistic and programmatic rela-
tionships between the desired economic outcomes and the costs of contributing
human actions, engagements, policies and interventions (Bauman 1998).

CRITIQUE OF INSTRUMENTALISM IN ADULT
AND LIFELONG EDUCATION AND LEARNING

We argue that cultural context has strongly favoured instrumental epistemology
in adult and lifelong education and learning in recent decades. Instrumental
epistemology aligns well with the contemporary cultural context on each of the
features outlined above. Its pervasion of policy and practice in the field over the
last half century has been observed through much critique, grounded in a
diversity of educational jurisdictions. Bagnall (2004) and Hodge and Harris
(2013), for example, have painted pictures of the transformation of the adult
and community education sector in Australia into an extension of the vocational
education and training sector.

Critique of instrumentalism from within the other three traditional episte-
mologies has been the focus of a large number of scholarly papers, but has also
been embedded in explanatory articulations of and arguments for the educa-
tional epistemologies in which the critique is grounded. From a disciplinary
perspective, such critique peaked, at least in Britain, during the emergence of
the vocationalisation of adult education after World War I1. Wiltshire (1956), in
articulating what he argued to be the ‘Great Tradition’ of disciplinary adult
education, targeted different aspects of the new vocationalism, including its
vocational attitude, its focus on technical subjects and its contribution to edu-
cation as being limited to the development of ‘technicians, functionaries or
examinees’ (Wiltshire 1956: 88). Lawson (1975) argued, from a disciplinary
perspective, for the importance of what is effectively /iberal education. He saw
true adult education as necessarily being liberating, through its concern with
bestowing freedom to choose and judge by imparting knowledge of principles,
rather than the narrowly specific knowledge of predetermined actions, which he
saw as being, merely, training. Training, he argued, was the concern of what
was being presented as instrumental adult education, but which, in truth, was
neither education in its provision and engagement nor educational in its out-
comes. Paterson (1979) developed a thoroughgoing articulation of liberal adult
education, and its contribution to the human condition. His work made a
detailed case for liberal education as the only proper conception of education. In
so doing, he dismissed as non-educational, forms of instrumentalist training that
he saw as threatening the opportunity for individuals to become liberated
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through adult education. Also from a disciplinary perspective, Barrow drew on
his reading of Plato to argue that lifelong education should properly be striving
for personal fulfilment through the development of understanding (Barrow and
Keeney 2012). His critique of instrumentalism in education led him to argue for
reviving the concept of lLfelong education, as focusing on what is valuable, in
place of the now widespread alternative /lifelong learning, which, in its
all-encompassing inclusiveness, misses what is central and essential to education.

From a constructivist perspective, Houle (1963) argued that instrumentalism
in adult education should be seen as a misunderstanding of what adult learners
are seeking from their engagement. Adult education, as a substantially voluntary
engagement, relies on individual learner self-perceptions or constructions of
how they see and justify their involvement in it. He saw those constructions as
being alternatively goal-directed, activity-oriented and learning-oriented. While
instrumentalism may be seen as responding to goal-directed learners, it repre-
sents only a part of that population and it fails entirely to address the other two.
Constructivist epistemology infused Knowles’s (1990) argument for adult
education and his andragogical theory of adult learning, which he developed
from constructivist articulations of the human condition and learning. His
criticism of educational instrumentalism was in terms of its humanistic limita-
tions: its failure to contribute to adult learners’ development as self-directed
learners; its failure to properly acknowledge their prior learning; its failure to
acknowledge their learning interests and goals; and its misconstruction of
education as the transmission of predetermined skills. Wain’s (2004 ) reflections
on the field since his earlier (Wain 1987) argument for a constructivist episte-
mology (‘philosophy’ in his terminology) of lifelong education encompassed a
thoroughgoing review of critique, theorisation and research into what he ter-
med the ‘death of the movement’ of lifelong education. Implicit throughout
that review were the instrumentalist threads that interweave the different per-
spectives that he presented of that death in the face of the contemporary cultural
context. Also from a constructivist perspective, Halliday’s (2012) critique of
instrumentalism in lifelong learning argued that it misconstrues the contem-
porary cultural context as overwhelmingly homogenising in its globalisation.
Drawing on a range of counter-argument, he focused on the strong tendencies
for heterogeneity, flexibility and responsiveness in lifelong learning. Educational
instrumentalism, he argued, demonstrably fails to respond constructively to
those tendencies, raising the hope of a future shift towards more contextualised,
constructivist approaches to lifelong learning policy and practice.

From an emancipatory epistemological perspective, Freire’s (1970) critique
of the prevailing educational provision as being based on a ‘banking concept’ of
education targeted instrumental and disciplinary education alike. Education as
banking involves imparting knowledge and rewarding its efficient up-take by
learners. Freire argued that it results in social oppression: reconciling learners to
existing power structures by blocking their development of alternatives. A more
detailed critical conceptualisation of instrumentalism was offered by Mezirow
(1991), who appropriated Habermas’s distinction between instrumental and
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communicative knowledge-constitutive interests. He argued that education for
instrumental learning—which he saw as the contemporarily dominant approach
—directs attention away from the conditions of action and on to predictions
about action and the refinement of knowledge and skills relating to it. Such
learning, Mezirow argued, fails to foster learning that could lead to the personal
or social transformation arising from communicative learning, which has the
potential to provoke critical reflection on constraints to action and conscious-
ness. Field’s (2006) analysis of contemporary policy and practice in lifelong
learning recognised the ways in which the discourse of lifelong learning had
co-opted, instrumentalised and subsumed the traditionally autonomous field of
adult education, contextualising it within an economic framework. In so doing,
he argued, it had a number of socially negative consequences. It contributed to
enhancing social inequality, through the discourse of the knowledge economy
stimulating a positive response in learners already educationally advantaged. In
raising educational expectations, it had relegated some adults to a position
where they were unable to participate in, or even to identify, learning oppor-
tunities. And it involved the reconciliation of the poor to the capitalist order,
legitimating inequality, rather than fostering social change. Brookfield’s (2005)
argument for a critical theory approach to adult education was firmly articulated
from an emancipatory epistemological standpoint. It focused on the task of
challenging the contemporarily hegemonic capitalist ideology, with its implicit
instrumentalisation of life, including adult education and the ends towards
which it is directed.

A New EPISTEMOLOGY?

Supported by the contemporary cultural context, adult and lifelong education
and learning evidencing instrumental epistemology appears to be immune to all
such criticism. The strength of the press from the contemporary cultural context
may be expected, then, to dominate at the political and hence the policy-making
levels. In such a context, there is little likelihood that educational arguments
from disciplinary, constructivist or emancipatory epistemological perspectives
would have any significant political or policy-making purchase, but every
likelihood that educational arguments from an instrumental perspective would
do so.

However, we suggest that there are good grounds for thinking that the
hegemony of instrumental epistemology may be drawing to a close. Those
grounds relate to the contextual dependency of the hegemony, to the changing
nature of the contemporary cultural context, and to the unsuitability of the
other traditional epistemologies to the contemporary cultural context.

We have already argued for the contextual dependency of the epistemologies,
not only in their formation and continuing refinement, but also in their relative
compatibility with the prevailing cultural context, and hence in their relative
contemporary significance at any given moment. We have also argued that the
contemporary cultural context has favoured, most recently, adult and lifelong
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education and learning that evidences instrumental epistemology. However, it
should also be recognised that, while maintaining its focus on globalised per-
formativity, that context continues to shift in ways that may be seen as being
contrary to the hegemony of instrumental epistemology. Theorists of con-
temporary globalisation have argued in different ways that globalisation is
importantly characterised by a dynamic tension between forces for globalising
homogenisation (cultural convergence) and those for localising heterogenisa-
tion (cultural pluralisation) (Powell and Steel 2011). In recent decades, the
forces for homogenisation have been seen to prevail over those of heterogeni-
sation (Halliday 2012), which has favoured the highly systematic epistemology
of instrumentalism. There may, though, be seen as occurring now a shift to
more localised forms of globalisation, foregrounding diversity, flexibility and
situational responsiveness, with which educational approaches evidencing
instrumental epistemology would not be congruent (Castells 1996).
Contemporary information technology may also be seen as moving in the same
direction: away from massified approaches to communication, towards more
tailored, localised approaches, often within globalised frameworks (Castells
1998b). More broadly, knowledge, value and action are also becoming more
contextualised (Bagnall 1999), in a direction that is increasingly at odds with
instrumental epistemology. It is arguable that the privatisation of risk, perfor-
mance and responsibility to progressively lower levels of social organisation (and
ultimately to individuals)—which is an important feature of contemporary
globalisation—is also becoming more pronounced and hence contra-indicative
of instrumental epistemology (Edwards 2012). In essence, the globalised plu-
ralisation of social meaning is undermining the ascendancy of globalised
homogenisation (Edwards 1997).

With such shifts in the contemporary cultural context, the sort of criticism of
instrumentalism identified in the previous section from the other epistemologies
may, in paradigmatic fashion, reach a point where there would emerge a
political shift to an alternative epistemology. The notion of paradigm here is
that of an epistemic tradition maintained by and through its persuasiveness to its
broader cultural context (Feyerabend 1993): ranging in epistemic embrace
from that of a particular conception to an epistemology. However, none of the
other epistemologies—disciplinary, constructivist or emancipatory—would
seem to be strongly compatible with the emerging form of the contemporary
cultural context, especially with its continued focus on performativity. None of
them, accordingly, would present a sufficiently politically attractive and per-
suasive option that may be expected to become dominant.

We suggest, rather, that there are intimations of an emergent new educa-
tional epistemology, which we term situational. Lacking strong historical
grounding, its emergence takes the form of a more Kuhnian paradigmatic shift,
wherein the new epistemological paradigm emerges out of the old (instrumental
epistemology in this case): taking on some features of the old, modifying others
and introducing other different features (Kuhn 1970). The emergence of such a
situational epistemology has been largely overlooked in contemporary
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educational theorising, because it has been largely marginalised under the
banner of sociological postmodernity (Briton 1996; Bagnall 1999). From an
adult and lifelong education and learning perspective, there have been a number
of significant contributions to the articulation of such a contribution, including
those of Usher (2012), in his recognition of difference and his call for post hoc
mapping, rather than a priori normative constraining; Edwards and Usher
(2007), in their pedagogy of dislocation; Briton (1996), in his vision of a
postmodern future of engagement; Wain (2004 ), in his Foucaultian politics of
hope and suspicion in lifelong learning; and Bagnall (1999), in his notion of
future adult educators as ‘situationally sensitive wayfarers’. All these works make
clear that what is being described is an emerging paradigm, the future nature
and impact of which is unknown. However, there is a tendency in some of this
work to avoid the reality that all such descriptions of social realities are irre-
ducibly normative in effect, if not in intent (Bagnall 1990). In describing what
each of the authors considers to be an interpretation of possible futures, they
unavoidably contribute to the creation of another grand narrative. In that vein,
we are here suggesting that a situational epistemology, grounded in such the-
orising and emerging from instrumentalism, should be seen as a strong con-
tender to depose instrumental epistemology.

At this stage, we rather tentatively and somewhat speculatively, suggest that
it may take the following form, articulated here using the same structure as that
which we used in outlining the four traditional epistemologies earlier in the
chapter (Table 2).

At the core of situational epistemology might be a view of knowledge as
achieving in context, of knowledge in use, evidenced in the capacity to respond
to contextual particulars. Its generation might focus on understanding and
responding to the complexities of situations, the human engagements in and
with them, and the likely effects of those engagements—through what may be
termed  situational analysis. Correspondingly, the learning of situational
knowledge might be through contextualised engagement informed by disci-
plinary knowledge, and a strongly developed critical situational sensitivity and
responsiveness. Situational knowledge might be seen, then, as contributing to

Table 2 Selective features of situational educational epistemology

Contribution to Teleology Learning processes Valued Educational
well-being through and assessment educator approaches
through educational knowledge

knowledge as... engagement

Situational Adaptability Contextualised, Situational Experiential
capability through informed and critical expertise Work-based
through immersion engagement assessed Problem-centred
knowledge as in lived as self-efficacy in

achieving in experience diversity
context
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human well-being through the situational capability that it would afford indi-
viduals and collectivities in responding to their cultural realities.

Education informed by situational knowledge might be directed to achieving
individual and collective adaptability and flexibility, educational engagement
focusing on immersion in lived experience—direct, vicarious or contrived—with
critical reflection on that experience, drawing on and developing all types of
knowledge appropriate to the situation. Criteria for assessing educational
attainment might focus on the demonstration of capacity to respond eftectively
to contextual diversity—of self-efficacy in diversity. Educators, then, might be
expected to be valued for their situational expertise—their evidenced capacity to
respond sensitively, appropriately and capably to challenging situations in their
field of expertise and in their work as educators. Contemporary educational
approaches that may be seen as evidencing aspects of situational epistemology
may be found in some experiential, problem-centred, work-based and
self-directed education.
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Exercising Clarity with Transformative
Learning Theory

Chad Hoggan

Abstract Transformative learning suffers from evacuation, or the use of a term
to refer to such a wide variety of phenomena that it loses any distinctive
meaning. Hoggan addresses this problem in three ways. First, this chapter
provides a historical overview of the evolution of the learning outcomes
described in the transformative learning literature. It then positions transfor-
mative learning as a metatheory and provides a suitable definition. Three criteria
of depth, breadth, and relative stability are offered as parameters around the
metatheory. Last, this chapter presents a typology of transformative learning
outcomes, and demonstrates how the criteria and typology can work together
to exercise clarity around transformative learning.

For over 36 years, transformative learning theory has been used to name,
research, and attempt to understand the potential of learning to change people
and society in dramatic ways. At least in the United States and Canada, it has
occupied centre stage in the adult education literature. With this popularity has
come a fair amount of diffusion; key concepts and terms articulated by Mezirow
have been used in increasingly divergent ways. Some scholars fear that trans-
formative learning theory has or may soon begin to sufter from evacuation, or
the loss of any distinctive meaning (Brookfield 2003). Most critically, scholars
have defined the term tranmsformative learning—and its associated learning
outcomes—in ways that expand far beyond those articulated by the seminal
author. If taken too far, this diffusion of a theory and its constructs can even-
tually render the theory meaningless and therefore useless.
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However, it is important to remember that the evolution of transformative
learning theory is not unique. Most theories experience an evolution in how
they are used as different scholars write about them. The key is to periodically
evaluate the literature and offer ways that a theory and the ways it is used need
to be revised in light of the growing body of research. Transformative learning
theory is at a place where such a revision is necessary because its popularity
seems to have reached a tipping point; the theory is starting to expand beyond
its roots. First, it is expanding beyond the discipline of adult education. The
theory is increasingly appearing in journals of other disciplines, such as
agriculture /sciences, archaeology, religious studies, health care, critical media
literacy, and spirituality (Taylor and Snyder 2012). The theory is also expanding
beyond its geographic roots as it is being used by an increasingly international,
albeit mostly European, group of scholars (Kukkos 2012). In sum, at this
pivotal stage when transformative learning theory is expanding beyond the
bounds of its disciplinary and geographic origins, as well as its original defini-
tions and theoretical constructions, it is important to offer a conceptualization
of the theory that better represents the insights and knowledge garnered over
the last 30 years of research.

BACKGROUND

Jack Mezirow’s theory of perspective transformation, which he later began
calling transformation theory and eventually termed transformative learning,
was first articulated in 1978 as a white paper reporting on a study of women
enrolled in return-to-work educational programmes at several community col-
leges across the United States. The original study was conducted in the 1970s
when the ‘women’s liberation’ movement was in full swing; traditional gender
roles, norms, and expectations were being actively challenged. In retrospect, the
timing of the study was serendipitous as it enabled Mezirow and his colleagues
to examine the processes and outcomes of individuals immersed in broad,
sweeping cultural change.

Building on concepts such as Kuhn’s paradigm (1962) and Bateson’s psy-
chological frame (1972), Mezirow used the term frames of refevence to refer to
mental structures that act tacitly to ‘guide the way in which we experience, feel,
understand, judge, and act” (1991: 48). Years later, when elucidating on the
theoretical grounding of his theory, Mezirow (1991) leaned heavily on critical
theory, and especially on Habermas’ (1984) descriptions of domains of
knowledge and the conditions of ideal communicative acts and other elements
necessary to promote a just, democratic society. He synthesized ideas from a
variety of disciplines, such as humanist psychology, analytical psychology, and
critical theory to form ‘the most elaborate and intellectually the most solid
conceptualization’ of learning in the adult education literature (Finger and Asun
2001: 54). Through all his work, Mezirow focused specifically on the way that
individuals’ meaning-making processes can be scrutinized and modified
through processes of critical dialogue and critical self-reflection. In so doing, it
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seems he was interested in showing how intentional educational processes can
be used to create a more just society.

After its initial publication, the literature was mostly silent regarding
Mezirow’s new theory until Boyd and Myers (1988) and Collard and Law
(1989) published their famous critiques of it and thus began a series of con-
versations in the adult education literature between Mezirow and the critics and
supporters of his theory. It has since become the most researched theory in the
North American literature of adult education for the past 20 years (Taylor and
Snyder 2012). Over the course of its history, the critique by Boyd and Myers
had an especially momentous effect on the evolution of the theory. Namely,
they pointed out that from the perspective of psychoanalytic theory, profound
personal change looked much different than what Mezirow described.

Mezirow’s description of transformative learning begins with the conception
that people have mental schemas, or frames of reference, through which they
make meaning of their experiences. These frames of reference are composed of
two dimensions. Points of View are context-specific perspectives. They are the
result of applying one’s existing understandings to specific situations and are
relatively easy to change. The second dimension is composed of habits of mind,
or ‘a set of assumptions—broad, generalized, orienting predispositions that act
as a filter for interpreting the meaning of experience’ (Mezirow 2000: 17). The
power of one’s habits of mind is that they are usually invisible to the person.
They form through childhood as the person assimilates culturally accepted views
of the world, and they operate tacitly to undergird all our interpretations and
understandings of the world, ourselves, and our experiences. Being thus
ingrained, they are exceedingly difficult to change.

Mezirow (2000) described several varieties of habits of mind:

Sociolinguistic (cultural canon, ideologies, social norms, customs, ...)
Moral—ethical (conscience, moral norms)

Epistemic (learning styles, sensory preferences, focus on whole or parts)
Philosophical (religious doctrine, philosophy, transcendental world view)
Psychological (self-concept, personality traits or types, ...)

Aesthetic (values, tastes, attitudes, standards, judgments about beauty, ...)

(p- 17).

From this foundation, Mezirow’s perspective transformation refers to the pro-
cess of ‘becoming aware of one’s own tacit assumptions and expectations and
those of others and assessing their relevance for making an interpretation’
(2000: 4). Transformation occurs as learners become aware of the assumptions
behind meaning-making habits, critically evaluate them, and revise those
assumptions to make them better.

... we transform our taken-for-granted frames of reference (meaning perspectives,
habits of mind, mind-sets) to make them more inclusive, discriminating, open,
emotionally capable of change, and reflective so that they may generate beliefs and
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opinions that will prove more true or justified to guide action... (Its) focus is on
how we learn to negotiate and act on our own purposes, values, feelings, and
meanings rather than those we have uncritically assimilated from others-—to gain
greater control over our lives as socially responsible, clear-thinking decision
makers. (Mezirow 2000: 7-8)

With these learning outcomes in mind, Mezirow described the processes that he
felt led to them. When experiences contradict learners’ expectation, based on
their frames of reference and the resulting views and understandings, they
experience a ‘disorienting dilemma’ (Mezirow 2000: 22). This experience of
disorientation may be ignored, but it also may cause them to engage in intro-
spection and change. Mezirow argued that engaging in critical dialogue with
others and in critical self-reflection were the primary mechanisms for uncovering
and evaluating tacit frames of reference. He proposed the following process that
is common, albeit iterative and with variation, during transformation:

A disorienting dilemma

Self-examination with feelings of fear, anger, guilt, or shame

A critical assessment of assumptions

Recognition that one’s discontent and the process of transformation are
shared

Exploration of options for new roles, relationships, and actions

Planning a course of action

Acquiring knowledge and skills for implementing one’s plans

Provisional trying of new roles

Building competence and self-confidence in new roles and relationships
A reintegration into one’s life on the basis of conditions dictated by one’s
new perspective (Mezirow 2000: 22).

il e
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The approach to personal transformation that Boyd & Myers described was very
different from that of Mezirow. Based on the work of analytic psychologist Carl
Jung, it focuses on the expansion of one’s ego-consciousness. Rather than being
instigated by a disorienting dilemma resulting from a disjuncture between one’s
expectations and reality, their critique referred to ‘a fundamental change in
one’s personality involving conjointly the resolution of a personal dilemma and
the expansion of consciousness resulting in greater personality integration’
(Boyd 1989: 459). Jungian psychology describes the ego as the ‘experiencing of
oneself as a center of willing, desiring, reflecting, and acting’ (Stein cited in
Dirkx 2012: 118). The ego can only know what is in the conscious part of the
human psyche, but the unconscious part of the psyche exerts a much more
powerful influence. Transformation results from the ‘establishment and elabo-
ration of a conscious relationship with one’s unconscious’ (p. 120). As people
better integrate the conscious and unconscious parts of their psyches, they
experience greater self-awareness and live with more authenticity. Just as the
outcomes described by Boyd and Myers differ from those of Mezirow, the



EXERCISING CLARITY WITH TRANSFORMATIVE LEARNING THEORY 39

processes that lead to those outcomes are also different. Specifically, they involve
being present with oneself and paying attention to subtle messages the
unconscious sends through emotions, dreams, and fantasies.

The impact of Boyd & Myers’ article was not that they demonstrated a more
accurate or better conceived theory of the transformative potential of learning;
rather, it was that they introduced to the literature a fundamentally different
form of personal transformation. The outcome of the transformation they
described was distinctly different from that offered by Mezirow. They intro-
duced a conception of personal transformation based on a different disciplinary
perspective. When this happened, the literature surrounding transformative
learning theory could have gone two different ways. One option is that scholars
could have insisted that transformative learning theory only be used to refer to
learning experiences that resemble what Mezirow described (i.e. for different
forms of transformation, different names should be used). Another option is
that scholars could use transformative learning to refer to any type of trans-
formation. For better or worse, the latter course was followed. Indeed, Mezirow
encouraged this course as he invited scholars with disparate perspectives to
contribute to his edited book on transformative learning theory (2000).

Over the last two decades, the North American adult education journals
published more research articles on transformative learning than any other
theory. As theories mature, they tend to evolve and expand beyond their
original uses and meanings (Conradi et al. 2014), and transformative learning
certainly did that. The trend in the literature was for scholars to present a view on
personal transformation consistent with their respective disciplinary lenses. In
ongoing reviews of the literature, Taylor suggests that there are distinct approa-
ches to transformative learning based on underlying disciplinary and theoretical
frameworks. In 1998, he named four different approaches to transformative
learning, and then in 2007 he named an additional four approaches. Taylor called
Mezirow’s version of transformative learning the psychocritical approach and
work based on Boyd & Myers’ depiction the psychoanalytic approach. Other
approaches he named as the: psychodevelopmental, social emancipatory, neuro-
biological, cultural-spiritual, race-centric, and planetary (Taylor 1998, 2007).
This practice of being open to such diverse perspectives allows the field to
understand profound learning experiences without artificially limiting them to a
particular description. However, it is problematic in that the various approaches
do not necessarily fit into Mezirow’s theoretical construction. Put simply, as
commonly used, transformative learning theory is not really a theory as it is a
collection of theories.

THE EVOLUTION FROM A THEORY TO A METATHEORY

As it is used in the literature, transformative learning does not refer exclusively to
the theory created by Mezirow. Herein lies the first major problem with trans-
formative learning in its current state: it is used to refer to two distinct things. It is
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used to refer to Mezirow’s theory of perspective transformation as well as to any
of a wide range of phenomena whereby learning results in profound personal,
cultural, and/or societal change. Most scholars who have contributed to the
literature using any of the additional approaches to transformative learning (i.e.
approaches other than the psychocritical approach based on Mezirow) have not
grafted their work onto the scaffold provided by Mezirow’s theoretical eluci-
dations. Instead, they have simply described the phenomenon of transformation
as understood from their respective disciplinary perspectives and called it trans-
formative learning. Each approach, and even individual descriptions within a
particular approach, describes different learning outcomes and different processes
that lead to those outcomes. This use of a term to refer to multiple, distinctly
different things is a problem.

Mezirow’s original term for his theory was perspective transformation. It is an
educational theory in that it describes a particular learning phenomenon in
terms of specific outcomes and processes that lead to them. It also provides a
theoretical explanation for that phenomenon. In addition to referring to
Mezirow’s theory, the term transformative learning is used to refer to a wide
range of theories that address learning that results in personal, cultural, or social
transformation. It is, therefore, incorrect to claim that transformative learning,
the way it is used in the literature, is a theory. Rather, transformative learning is
used in the literature as a metatheory. We can begin to solve some of the current
problems with transformative learning by being explicit about its use as a
metatheory.

A metatheory is an overarching paradigm for a particular phenomenon or
range of phenomena; it is ‘the umbrella under which several theories of
development or learning are classified together based on their commonalities
regarding human nature’ (Aldridge et al. 1992: 683). In the social sciences,
there are two types of metatheories: synthetic and analytic (Wallace 1992).
A synthetic metatheory organizes underlying theories in categories. Taylor’s
(1998, 2007) categorization of the approaches to transformative learning is an
example of the way that transformative learning has been functioning as a
synthetic metatheory. It organizes the research literature by providing a broad
framework within which individual theories are placed (Wallace 1992).

In contrast, analytic metatheory secks to provide categorizations of com-
ponents that are common among all the underlying theories. Metaphorically,
synthetic metatheory organizes individual theories into columns on a spread-
sheet, whereas analytic metatheory seeks for appropriate rows in that spread-
sheet: concepts that cut across all the theories. The purpose of the components
of analytic metatheory is to provide a common language scholars can use instead
of their respective disciplinary jargon so that the disparate disciplines can work
together better to generate practical knowledge and broader understandings.
There is much to be gained by being explicit and intentional in using trans-
formative learning as a metatheory, and especially in beginning to use it as an
analytic metatheory.
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TRANSFORMATIVE LLEARNING AS A METATHEORY: DEFINITION
AND CRITERIA

Moving forward, we first need to distinguish between terms. We should use
perspective transformation when referring specifically to Mezirow’s theory and
use transformative learning when referring to the metatheory encompassing the
phenomena that Mezirow (1991) so aptly described as the transformative
dimensions of learning. To begin, we first must define the broad phenomenon
or range of phenomena that transformative learning encompasses. Ironically,
the reason that Brookfield (2003) and some others (Newman 2012; Howie and
Bagnall 2013) have criticized the literature on transformative learning for using
it to refer to almost any kind of learning is that the definitions of transformative
learning offered by Mezirow and other scholars are too narrow. Specific theories
or approaches to transformative learning tend to have very specific definitions
and descriptions, but they are too narrow to encompass the broad range of
phenomena that scholars have referred to as transformative learning. So,
without a suitably broad definition, the metatheory lacks parameters.

We need a definition of transformative learning that is broad enough to
encompass a wide variety of learning experiences that can be considered
transformative. Then, the criteria for a phenomenon to qualify as transformative
learning need to be articulated so that there are adequate parameters clarifying
the range of phenomena encompassed by the metatheory. The following defi-
nition of transformative learning is intended to be broad enough to encompass
the wide variety of transformative outcomes present in the literature and
thus accommodate an increasing diversity of disciplinary perspectives:
“Transformative learning refers to processes that result in significant and irre-
versible changes in the way a person experiences, conceptualizes, and interacts
with the world” (Hoggan 2016). The first descriptor, experiences, refers to a
person’s lived, felt experience. Conceptualizes refers to the way the person
understands, makes sense of, and interprets the world and their experiences.
The third descriptor, interacts, reflects the way transformation affects how a
person acts, including the behaviours they choose to engage in as well as the
way those behaviours are carried out.

The criteria for learning outcomes to qualify as transformative require further
clucidation, as just any learning outcome is not sufficient to call it a transfor-
mation. Three aspects of a learning outcome should be considered: depth,
breadth, and relative stability. Depth refers to its impact, or the degree to which a
learning outcome affects the way a person experiences, conceptualizes, and
interacts with the world. Transformation implies something more than a minor
change. The second criterion, breadth, is based on the notion that learning is
often contextual. Learning outcomes that do not extend past the context in
which they occurred do not merit the distinction of being called transformative.
However, learning outcomes that are deemed to be transformative should affect
the way the person experiences, conceptualizes, and interacts in multiple, if not
all, contexts of life (e.g. work, home, and community). The third criterion is
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relative stability. Transformation implies permanent change. Two caveats to this
notion ofirreversibility are important. First, regardless of how a person learns new
ways of experiencing, conceptualizing, and interacting with the world, former
ways are not miraculously forgotten. Old habits remain in our repertoire of
meaning-making processes and may resurface from time to time based on a
variety of factors (e.g. stress or situational triggers). Also, a person may likely
experience future changes. Not only does transformation not mean a person will
never change again, it often can cause someone to be more open to future change
(Mezirow 2000). Nevertheless, the criterion of relative stability emphasizes that a
temporary change is inadequate to be considered transformative.

THE DEVELOPMENT OF A CONCEPTUAL TOOL

The main purpose of analytic metatheory is to provide conceptual tools that can
be used to discuss and analyse a phenomenon across disciplinary perspectives in
order to obtain a better understanding of it. Said differently, scholars treating
transformative learning as a metatheory will seek to create concepts and
vocabulary that cut across all the individual theories encompassed by the
metatheory. To this end, over the course of 2013-2015, two doctoral students
and I engaged in a review of a substantial subset of the transformative learning
literature. As our database, we compiled all articles addressing transformative
learning that were published between 2003 and 2014 in the three journals that
have been the primary outlets of transformative learning theory: Adult
Education Quarterly, Adult Learning, and the Journal of Transformative
Education. This compilation yielded 206 articles. Details of the methodology
and results can be found elsewhere (Hoggan 2016). In brief, we conducted a
content analysis of these articles focusing on descriptions of transformation.
Specifically, we sought to capture and articulate the ways that learners are
changed as a result of ‘transformation’, as described by the scholars studying
them.

Over the last few years as I have been engaged with this project, I have
frequently been asked why my focus is on the outcomes of transformative
learning rather than on the processes that lead to it. Indeed, in the literature, the
focus is almost exclusively on process. My consistent response is that not all
transformations look the same; there is no single thing or phenomenon that is
transformative learning. We use that expression to refer to a wide range of
phenomena. Therefore, it does not make sense to talk about processes while
being vague about the outcomes. I am reminded of the dialogue between Alice
and the Cheshire Cat when Alice asks:

‘Would you tell me, please, which way I ought to go from here?’
“That depends a good deal on where you want to get to’, said the Cat.

‘I don’t much care where— said Alice.
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“Then it doesn’t matter which way you go’, said the Cat.
‘—so long as I get somewhere” Alice added as an explanation.

‘Oh, you’re sure to do that’, said the Cat, ‘if you only walk long enough’. (Carroll
1897,/2013, p. 49)

As our intent was to document in a very explicit manner the learning outcomes
that scholars described in the literature as being transformative, the study
resulted in a typology of transformative learning outcomes. The typology
consists of changes in: (a) Worldview; (b) Self; (¢) Epistemology; (d) Ontology;
(e) Behaviour; and (f) Capacity. Figure 1 depicts the typology’s categories and
subcategories that emerged from our study.

Admittedly, the distinction between these types of change is somewhat
artificial, as there are no clean bifurcation lines between them, and change in
one area often includes changes in other areas. Nevertheless, even an artificial
separation is helpful in trying to understand complex phenomena. For example,
it is helpful to separate the respiratory system from the circulatory system in
order to understand cach of them better, but in their actual functioning they
interact with each other in such fundamental ways that changes to one impacts
the other.

Scholars can use this typology as a common vocabulary to discuss learning
outcomes independent of disciplinary perspectives. Although not all instances of
transformative learning will necessarily yield change in all six categories, the
typology can also prompt scholars to consider learning outcomes to which they
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might otherwise have been blind because of their disciplinary perspective. The
following subsections briefly describe the broad categories and subcategories.
Due to space limitations, the following subsections only briefly describe the
broad categories and subcategories as portrayed within transformative learning
literature. (For a more extensive description, see Hoggan 2016.) In addition, a
cursory overview of similar ways—that transformation is portrayed outside the
literature of transformative learning—is offered in order to demonstrate how
the transformative learning literature compares with that of other disciplines in
the ways it describes transformation.

Worldview

A change in Worldview refers to significant changes in the way the learner
understands the world to be. It is a mental model, similar to concepts such as
schema and paradigm, which emphasizes shifts in an individual’s perception of
how the world works. In the transformative learning literature, scholars
described changes in worldview through the subcategories of changes to:
(1) assumptions, beliefs, values, and/or expectations; (2) ways of interpreting
experience; (3) more comprehensive or complex worldviews; and (4) new
awareness and /or understandings.

Changes in Worldview are discussed in other fields in ways such as changes to
meaning-making processes, schema, and frame of reference (e.g. in clinical
psychology, developmental psychology, and psychotherapy) or those brought
about through experiences resulting in increased social or cultural awareness
(e.g. in sociology, social psychology, nursing, religion, or higher education).
These perspectives often attribute change to intentional therapeutic work,
cultural immersion experiences, or stressful life events.

Self

This category refers to any of a number of ways that learners experience a sig-
nificant shift in their sense of self. Scholars described changes in self through the
subcategories of: (1) self-in-relation to others and/or the world; (2) identity
and/or view of self; (3) empowerment and /or responsibility; (4) self-knowledge;
(5) personal narrative; (6) meaning and /or purpose; and (7) personality.

Some descriptions of change in Se/ffrom other fields fit well into these same
subcategories. These included changes in empowerment (e.g. in social work,
teacher education, higher education, and nursing), identity (e.g. in sociology or
personal and developmental psychology), self-knowledge (e.g. in clinical and
developmental psychology), personal narratives (e.g. personality psychology),
and meaning of life (e.g. in social and humanistic psychology). Additionally,
changes in authenticity were discussed separately from overall self-knowledge in
bodies of literature such as philosophy, developmental psychology, and soci-
ology. Similarly, increased self-efficacy exists as a distinct category, separate from
empowerment, within both social psychology and sociology literature.
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Epistemology

Epistemology refers to a person’s ‘beliefs about the definition of knowledge, how
knowledge is constructed, how knowledge is evaluated, where knowledge resides,
and how knowing occurs’ (Hofer 2002, p. 4). Within the literature on transfor-
mative learning, the concept is similar except that it refers primarily to the way
people construct and evaluate knowledge in their day-to-day living, their ways of
knowing, rather than how they explicitly define it. Scholars described changes in
epistemology through the subcategories of: (1) more discriminating; (2) utilizing
extra-rational ways of knowing (e.g. contemplative, spiritual, intuitive, somatic or
embodied, emotional, holistic, imaginative, empathetic, artistic, reflective, or
multiple ways of knowing); (3) more open; (4) shift in thoughts and /or ways of
thinking; (5) more autonomous; and (6) more complex thinking.

Changes in Epistemology tall into a variety of subcategories within other fields.
Thereisalarge body ofliterature that emphasizes domain-specific epistemological
change, or that which is applicable specifically to one type of academic study (e.g.
in educational psychology, higher education, and science education).
Epistemological change resulting in more dialectical thinking, or a greater ability
to hold opposing ideas not as mutually exclusive, was seen in literature from higher
education, cognitive psychology, and educational psychology. Discussions of
developmental changes in epistemology (e.g. in developmental and educational
psychology), changes in capacity closely tied to epistemology (e.g. in higher
education, cognitive psychology, developmental psychology, and philosophy),
and extra-rational ways of knowing (e.g. in arts education) are also prevalent.

Ontology

In this typology, Ontology refers to the way a person exists in the world. It
concerns the deeply established mental and emotional inclinations that affect the
overall quality and tone of one’s existence. Ontological change was described in
three ways in the literature. Scholars described changes to ontology through the
subcategories of: (1) affective experience of life; (2) ways of being (e.g. more
present in the moment or more willing to take chances); and (3) attributes (e.g.
greater generosity, empathy, or integrity).

Ontological changes described in other literature include those that impact
affect (e.g. in clinical and positive psychology) in much similar ways to what
transformative learning literature describes. Additionally, personality changes
are sometimes described as differences in an individual’s way of being, rather
than solely changes to self (e.g. in personality, developmental, and clinical
psychology). Increase in one’s everyday creativity is another type of change that
appears in arts education and social psychology literature, and can reflect
ontological outcomes. Literature related to increased mindfulness (e.g. in
cognitive psychology, clinical psychology, nursing, and religion) describes
changes in a person’s daily approach to life as a specific way of being, empha-
sizing increases in one’s appreciation of and attention to the present moment.
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Bebaviour

Change in behaviour as a learning outcome seemed to be necessary but not
sufficient; it was often considered an essential component of transformational
change, but was always associated with at least one other type of outcome.
Scholars described changes in behaviour through the subcategories of: (1) ac-
tions consistent with new perspective; (2) engaging in social action; (3) changed
behaviour; (4) new professional practices; and (5) new skills.

Throughout literature from other fields, changes in behaviour are also largely
discussed as closely tied to outcomes from other subcategories. Shifts in rela-
tionships were behavioural outcomes connected with changes in Self (e.g. in
humanistic psychology, developmental psychology, and sociology); behavioural
change related to Worldview was discussed as closely related to the activities that
individuals choose to pursue in life, such as interacting with one’s community or
acting in a certain manner towards others (e.g. in clinical psychology, religion,
sociology, social psychology, and higher education); changes in Ontology that
result in learning new ways of being are discussed as involving shifts of habitual
tendencies, which are behavioural by their very definition (e.g. in educational
psychology, clinical psychology, nursing, and higher education); and changes in
Epistemological decision-making patterns can lead individuals to make different
behavioural choices (e.g. in developmental and educational psychology).

Capacity

Capacity refers to developmental outcomes whereby learners experience sys-
tematic, qualitative changes in their abilities that allow for greater complexity in
the way they see, interpret, and function in the world (Hoare 2006). The focus
of this category is the development of greater capabilities. Scholars described
changes in capacity through the subcategories of: (1) cognitive development;
(2) consciousness; and (3) spirituality.

Within related literature, capacity and epistemology are closely tied, particu-
larly within analyses of metacognition, which is the process of thinking about
cognition (e.g. in educational psychology). Specific discussions of outcomes
similar to changes in capacity, however, largely refer solely to cognitive devel-
opment (e.g. in higher education, developmental psychology, cognitive psy-
chology, and philosophy).

THE TyroLoGY As A CONCEPTUAL TooL

In the 206 articles reviewed for this study, there were over 1200 excerpts we
coded that eventually coalesced into the 28 subcategories, which in turn were
organized into the six categories presented above. There is an important dis-
tinction between the categories and subcategories. Namely, I believe the cat-
egories are a stable organizational structure that will likely change very little
even if used for a variety of studies and future literature reviews. That is not to
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say that every instance of transformative learning will involve outcomes for all
six categories, but rather that it seems unlikely that many new categories will
emerge over time. In contrast, the subcategories probably represent the ‘aca-
demic fashion’ (Newman 2014) of the discipline during the time frame studied
(2003-2014). The list of subcategories can and likely will expand with every
study that uses the typology. This is to be expected, but scholars should be
careful to avoid discipline-specific jargon in the creation of new subcategories.
The purpose of the typology is to aid in a better, more holistic, interdisciplinary
understanding of transformative learning through the creation of a common
vocabulary. This purpose will be moot if scholars simply throw in new sub-
categories that only reflect their respective disciplinary perspectives.

Using the Typology: An Example

I was recently asked to describe how a four-year college experience might be
transformative for some students. My initial reaction was that it is not necessarily
transformative for many of them; it depends on many characteristics of the
students and their experiences. Regardless, admitting it is somewhat of a cari-
cature of the higher education experience, the analysis provides an example of
how the typology might be used by researchers and educators.

Using the categories as a prompt, I considered what I felt were society’s
expectations for the outcomes of the college experience. Within each category, 1
sought to articulate further the exact type of change that I felt was expected.
Figure 2 illustrates the decisions made based on the typology. (Note: readers
will likely disagree with some of the particulars of my assessment. That is fine—
and in some ways it is the point of offering this example.)

When profound change occurs for people, it would be depicted by the
typology as a cluster of outcomes. In this example of higher education, that
cluster is:

o Self
— Empowerment,/Responsibility
Worldview
— Assumptions, Beliefs, Attitudes, Expectations
— New Awareness/New Understandings
— More Complex
Epistemology
— More Discriminating
— Discipline-specific
Ontology
— Discipline-specific
Behaviour
— Skills
e Capacity
— Perry: Commitments in Relativism.
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In this analysis of the expected outcomes of higher education, learning out-
comes associated with Se/f revolve primarily around a gained sense of empow-
erment that comes from feeling versed in the requisite understandings and ways
of being of society, and especially of successful integration into adult society as
prescribed by the formal education system. The sense of empowerment derives
from the development of practical knowledge for the given culture and the
students’ respective disciplines. Similar to Bourdieu’s concept of habitus, this
‘feel for the game’ is ‘embodied and turned into a second nature’ (1990: 63).

Historically, higher education has had dual foci: to prepare graduates with
discipline-specific understandings for their chosen places in society, as well as
with broader perspectives. Nussbaum refers to this latter focus as ‘education for
world citizenship’ and cites the role of higher education in exposing students to
diverse perspectives that hopefully leads to:

an education for all students. So that as judges, as legislators, as citizens in
whatever role, they will learn to deal with one another with respect and under-
standing. And this understanding and respect entail recognizing not only differ-
ence but also, at the same time, commonality, not only a unique history but also
common rights and aspirations and problems. (Nussbaum 1997: 69)

These foci combine to hopefully prepare graduates with the requisite capacities
to succeed in their respective professions and to better participate as citizens of
the community, country, and world. This ideal of higher education brings with
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it a sense of responsibility to play one’s part in society and to contribute to its
betterment.

Under Worldview are three specific outcomes. The first is that we expect
higher education to provide its graduates with more accurate and complete
understandings. In the typology, this is referred to as a change in assumptions,
beliefs, attitudes, and expectations. For instance, students of science may need
to replace Aristotelian (or common sense) conceptions of physics with
Newtonian understandings (Bain 2004). There is a canon to be learned in every
discipline, as well as its norms, attitudes, and values. The second and related
outcome is that we expect students to be made aware of important things of
which they were previously ignorant. This subcategory focuses on issues,
problems, and situations that, once seen, cannot be unseen. We expect students
to be exposed to current realities of life, as well as its grander possibilities. Also
under Worldview, students in higher education are expected to develop more
complex understandings of the world. As Mezirow described, we expect stu-
dents to develop worldviews that are inclusive of a greater array of difference, to
see beyond just our esoteric upbringings.

Just as Mezirow advocated for epistemological habits of mind that were more
discriminating, we expect college graduates to learn and apply epistemologies to
their own meaning-making processes. Epistemology as used in the typology
refers to how people know what they know, and the criteria they use to
determine the validity of a knowledge claim. We expect higher education to
produce graduates who can apply appropriate epistemological criteria to justify
and to assess knowledge claims. Often, the epistemologies learned depend on
the specific discipline: philosophy majors are expected to learn formal rules of
logic, engineers use math as justification, and biologists learn the scientific
method. Although not mutually exclusive, these and other epistemologies vary
by discipline. We expect graduates to learn to discriminate between knowledge
claims based on a particular epistemology.

An integral part of becoming comfortable with the ‘rules of the game’
(Bourdieu 1990), and especially of them becoming second nature, is adopting
appropriate cultural and discipline-specific attributes. For cultural attributes, we
expect graduates to be generally conscientious, law-abiding, and civically
engaged. Within specific disciplines, we expect accountants to be exact, art
majors to be creative, business majors to be enterprising and professional, and so
forth.

Learning a particular skill is not transformative by itself. However, skills are
often necessary in order for other transformative outcomes to happen. If we
expect students to utilize the particular form of critical thinking espoused and
used in their discipline, then they must learn to use that epistemology. Similarly,
before students can gain the sense of empowerment that comes with learning
the habitus of their discipline, they must learn the skills expected of professionals
in that discipline. We expect graduates to know these basic, expected skills.

There are many models of development, but the one that is arguably most
focused on the increase of intellectual capacity during the college years is Perry’s
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(1970) scheme of intellectual and ethical development. Therefore, in my
assessment of society’s expectations for transformative outcomes of the college
experience, I suggest that we expect graduates to progress along Perry’s scheme
from dualistic thinking to multiplicity, and hopefully to some form of
commitment-in-relativism. There are many forms that development can take,
but we tend to expect increased capacities for complex thinking in terms of how
Perry describes them.

Again, this depiction of the expected outcomes of higher education is for
illustrative purposes only. Likely most everyone will disagree with at least part of
my analysis, but that is the point of the typology. It forces the scholar to be
explicit about the learning outcomes. Once articulated, then educators can be
explicit about designing pedagogy to accomplish those outcomes, and
researchers can be explicit in their descriptions of learning outcomes. Having
been prompted to explicate exactly what I mean by the transformative potential
of college, critics have fodder to critique.

Although this description of society’s expectations of a college education uses
the typology of transformative outcomes as a guide, it does not mean that
students who experience these changes have also experienced transformative
learning. Students who grew up in social situations, wherein the culture roughly
resembles the outcomes described above, will likely be able to accomplish the
outcomes without the learning experience meeting the criteria of depth,
breadth, and relative stability. Specifically, they likely will not experience depth
of learning—not because the outcomes are not deeply internalized, but
because the learning likely did not need to be particularly impactful because
there was little change necessary. However, for students from cultural or
socioeconomic backgrounds that are far different from the norms and expec-
tations of higher education, accomplishing these outcomes may well be trans-
formative. The typology provides a framework for articulating learning
outcomes that can be transformative, but accomplishing those outcomes does
not necessarily indicate that the learning experience should be considered an
instance of transformative learning. Applying the criteria of depth, breadth, and
relative stability is crucial in order for the metatheory to avoid suffering from
evacuation.

CONCLUSION

This typology is intended to be useful for educators and researchers. For edu-
cators, exercising clarity about the intended learning outcomes is important so
that appropriate pedagogies can be designed to accomplish them. If we are not
clear about where we want to go, then any path can seem as good as any other.
Further, the typology and criteria can work together to justify the transfor-
mative nature of an educational programme to various stakeholders. Similarly,
clarity is important for researchers. Being explicit about the learning outcomes
observed is critical to avoid the tendency to only see what we expect to see.
Such a tendency is likely always going to be present, but using the typology can
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prompt researchers to look for areas of change that otherwise might be over-
looked due to the particular disciplinary or theoretical lens being used.

REFERENCES

Aldridge, J., Kuby, P., & Strevy, D. (1992). Developing a metatheory of education.
Psychological Reports, 70, 683-687.

Bain, K. (2004). What the best college teachers do. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press.

Bateson, G. (1972). Steps to an ecology of mind. New York: Basic Books.

Bourdieu, P. (1990). In other words: Essays towards a veflexive sociology. (M. Adamson,
Trans.). Cambridge: Polity.

Boyd, R. D. (1989). “Facilitating personal transformation in small groups’. Small Group
Behaviour, 20, 459-474.

Boyd, R. D., & Myers, J. G. (1988). Transformative education. International Journal of
Lifelong Education, 7, 261-284.

Brookfield, S. (2003). Putting the critical back into critical pedagogy: A commentary on
the path of dissent Journal of Transformative Education, 1, 141-149.

Carroll, L. (1897,/2013). Alice in wonderland. New York: W.W. Norton & Company.

Collard, S., & Law, M. (1989). The limits of perspective transformation: A critique of
Mezirow’s theory. Adult Education Quarterly, 39, 99-107.

Conradi, K., Jang, B. G., & McKenna, M. C. (2014). Motivation terminology in reading
research: A conceptual review. Educational Psychology Review, 26, 127-164.

Dirkx, J. M. (2012). ‘Nurturing soul work: A Jungian approach to transformative
learning’. In E. Taylor & P. Cranton (Eds.), The handbook of transformative learning:
Theory, research, and practice. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Finger, M., & Asun, J. M. (2001). Aduit education at the crossroads: Learning our way
out. New York: Palgrave.

Habermas, J. (1984). The Theory of Communicative Action (Vol.1). Boston: Beacon.

Hoare, C. (20006). Handbook of adult development and learning. New York: Oxford
University Press.

Hofer, B. (2002). Personal epistemology as a psychological and educational construct:
An introduction. In B. Hofer & P. Pintrich (Eds.), Personal epistemology: The
psychology of beliefs about knowledge and knowing. New York: Routledge.

Hoggan, C. (2016). The varieties of transformative experience: A review of the
transformative learning literature. Studies in the Education of Adults.

Howie, P., & Bagnall, R. (2013). A beautiful metaphor: Transformative learning theory.
International Journal of Lifelong Education, 32(6), 816-836.

Kokkos, A. (2012). Transformative learning in Europe: An overview of the theoretical
perspectives. In E. Taylor & P. Cranton (Eds.), The handbook of transformative
learning: Theory, vesearch, and practice. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Kuhn, T. S. (1962). The Structure of Scientific Revolutions. Chicago: University of
Chicago Press.

Mezirow, J. (1991). Transformative dimensions of adult learning. San Francisco:
Jossey-Bass.

Mezirow, J. (2000). Learning to think like an adult. In J. Mezirow & Associates (Eds.),
Learning as transformation: Critical perspectives on a theory in progress. San Francisco:
Jossey-Bass.



52 C. HOGGAN

Newman, M. (2012). Calling transformative learning into question: Some mutinous
thoughts. Aduit Education Quarterly, 62(1), 36-55.

Newman, M. (2014). The tyranny of academic fashion: A reject’s lament. Concept,
52),9.

Nussbaum, M. C. (1997). Cultivating humanity: A classical defense of veform in liberal
education,. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Perry, W. G. (1970). Forms of intellectunl and ethical development in the college years:
A scheme. New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston.

Taylor, E. (1998). The theory and practice of transformative learning: A critical review,
Information Series No. 374.

Taylor, E. (2007). An update of transformative learning theory: A critical review of the
empirical research (1999-2005). International Journal of Lifelong Education, 26(2),
173-191.

Taylor, E., & Snyder, M. (2012). A critical review of research on transformative learning
theory, 2006-2010. In E. Taylor & P. Cranton (Eds.), The handbook of transfor-
mative learning: Theory, vesearch, and practice. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Wallace, W. (1992). Metatheory, conceptual standardization and the future of sociology.
In G. Ritzer (Ed.), Metatheorizing. Newbury Park: Sage.

AUTHOR BIOGRAPHY

Chad Hoggan is an Assistant Professor at North Carolina State University (USA), where
he teaches adult learning and development theory. A Co-editor of the Journal of
Transformative Education (SAGE), his research focuses on deep learning and change in
adulthood. His recent publications include “Transformative Learning as Metatheory:
Definition, Criteria, and Typology” (Adult Education Quarterly, 66(1), 57-75, 2016).



Critical Adult Education Theory: Traditions
and Influence

Stephen Brookfield

Abstract The notion of what constitutes critical adult education theory and
practice is strongly contested, partly because the word ‘critical’ is open to so
many interpretations. In this chapter, I begin by reviewing two major traditions
of critical analysis that have framed much adult educational theorising. The first
of these is Marxism and the attempt of the Frankfurt school of critical social
theory to modernise Marx’s ideas for in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries.
The second is the critical pedagogy tradition that draws especially strongly on
the work of Paulo Freire I then examine the way that specific critically inclined
streams of theorising such as transformative learning, feminist theory, queer
theory, Africentrism and critical race theory have influenced theorising in adult
education. The key to all these theoretical efforts is a desire for a theory to assist
in the dismantling of structures of power by critiquing the ideologies that keep
these structures in place.

INTRODUCTION

At the heart of critical adult education is the notion of critique, of looking at the
shortcomings of a system, institution or set of practices and imagining a more
humane, compassionate and equitable way of organising the world. Often the
critique is grounded in the tradition of critical theory with its foundations in
Marxism. Historically, this tradition is aligned with socialist, communist and
anarchist politics. At other times, the notion of critique is grounded in the
tradition of pragmatism, of being open to new ways of thinking and acting
about current systems and practices. Pragmatism emphasises rooting out and
critiquing prevailing assumptions, and always being ready to experiment with
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new approaches. Historically, this tradition is aligned with democratic politics.
Like the critical theory tradition, it too focuses on the notion of transformative
change, but is less concerned with the abolition of capitalism. For example, this
tradition holds that significant change is achievable in institutions embedded in
capitalism. So one can imagine a more humane and democratically run school,
government department, hospital or company.

In these different formulations, critique has been a central part of the adult
education tradition. Within English language scholarship alone, there is a
vibrant documentation of the first notion of critique, of holding the system
accountable for its failure to realise democratic, socialist, anarchist or communist
social formations. This tradition emphasises adult education’s role in building
revolutionary social movements comprised of working-class, peasant and
indigenous people. The African National Congress, the Cuban peasant militia,
the UK Chartists, the Sandinista literacy movement in Nicaragua, the Zapatista
Army, the Black Panthers or the US Civil Rights Movement would all be
examples of these. Here, teaching skills necessary to organise opposition, or to
build a revolutionary army, would be critical adult educational work. When
oppositional movements become constituted as permanent revolutionary parties
or as institutions of civil society such as Trade Unions, Labour Unions and
People’s Colleges, critical adult education is a component part of their activities.

There is also a local, community-based variant of this work that operates
informally and changes constantly. In Liverpool (where I was born and grew
up), New York (where I lived for a decade) or Saint Paul, Minnesota (the US
city where I now live), critical adult education is evident in numerous grass roots
groups where members teach each other, and learn with each other, how to
organise neighbourhood protests, plant community gardens, run food coop-
eratives, oppose school closures, prevent gentrification, stop fracking, push back
against corporate development, keep hospitals open, protest against police
brutality and so on.

Critical adult education informed by the critical theory tradition is often
conflated with the term ‘radical’ adult education. Radical adult education on a
small and large scale seeks to transform the politics of the wider society. Across
the world, this form of adult education has also historically been aligned with
working-class or peasant movements and similarly linked to socialist, anarchist
and communist politics. It is intended to be transformative in that it seeks to
replace a current social order—a military junta or white minority rule for
example—with a completely different political and economic formation.
Replacing capitalism with socialism or mobilising a peasant army to overthrow a
military junta would be examples of radical adult education.

Elements of radical education enter into the critical tradition that draws on
Marxism and critical theory. But the intellectual topography of critical adult
education includes elements of critique that stop short of advocating radical
social transformation. Instead of seeing education as the lever for transformation
to socialism, anarchism or communism, some critical traditions place themselves
as more concerned with furthering the extension of democracy. Since this
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chapter explores critical adult education theory, it will be more expansive than
the radical perspective and include elements of critique that stop short of calling
for social, economic and political transformation.

Also, since this chapter is supposed to be about critical adult education
theory, rather than critical adult education practice, I am not going to go deeply
into describing the multiple movements and settings in which critical adult
education occurs. Instead, I will focus on the theories that both inform this
work and sometimes evolve from it.

MarxisM AND CRITICAL THEORY

The theoretical wellspring for much of critical adult education is Marxism. Marx
is the towering intellectual figure—simultaneously foundation and fulcrum—for
critical adult education theory. As well as providing critical adult education with
many of its central concepts (objectification, false consciousness, commodifi-
cation, alienation, ideology and praxis), Marxism also influences its forms of
discourse. Marx’s alternation between polemic and scientism, between
philosophising about the need to create the conditions under which people can
realise their creativity and humanity and demonstrating the immutable laws of
history focused on the predictable crises of capitalism has framed the style in
which much subsequent theory is written. In his often quoted 11th thesis on
Feuerbach in which he argued that the point of philosophy was to change the
world (not just interpret it), Marx underpins the intent of critical adult edu-
cation theory and its resultant practice to act as a catalyst for revolutionary social
change.

Youngman (2000) argues that this activist intent is clearly evident in ‘the
long-standing heritage within radical adult education in capitalist societies that
has been based explicitly on Marxist theory’ (p. 33) and further maintains that
‘since the early days of Marxism there has been a close connection between
Marxist theory and the practice of adult education’ (p. 32). As evidence of this,
he cites Marx’s involvement with the German Workers’ Education Association,
Gramsci’s role in organising workers’ factory councils of Turin and the creation
by American Marxist socialists of the Working People’s College in 1907.

Most adult educational extrapolations of Marxist thought have been pub-
lished outside the USA; a sure example of the Marxophobia noted by West
(1982) and McLaren (1997) whereby anybody within the US declaring
themselves as drawing explicitly on Marxist analysis runs the risk of being
regarded as intellectually and politically suspect. A recent notable exception to
this is John Holst who applies a Marxist influenced analysis to the development
of social movements (Holst 2002) and globalisation (2006). But the English
language analysis of how adult education is situated within capitalist relations
and its contribution to abolishing these relations has been conducted mostly by
adult educators located in England (Allman 1999, 2001; Steele and Taylor
2004), Botswana (Youngman 1986, 2000), Canada (Welton 1981, 1993,
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1995; Carpenter and Mojab 2011, 2013), Malta (Mayo 1999, 2000, 2005) and
Australia (Ollis 2012).

Welton (1995) argues that, ‘the consequences of forgetting Marx for the
construction of a critical theory of adult learning are enormous, inevitably
binding us to an individualistic model of learning’ (p. 19). In adult education,
the connection to a Marxist-inclined critique of individualism is most clearly
seen in the application of critical theory (associated with the Institute of Social
Research established in 1923 in Frankfurt, Germany) to adult educational
practices. Critical theory’s distinctive intellectual project was to interpret, cri-
tique and reframe the relevance of Marxist thought for contemporary industrial
society. The school’s theorists such as Horkheimer (1974, 1995); Adorno
(1973, 2001); Benjamin (1969); Marcuse (1941, 1964, 1965) and Fromm
(1941, 1956, 1965, 1968) held the analytical tools and concepts of Marx in
high regard, but felt that his ideas needed to be reframed for the industrial age
and mass society.

In particular, the Frankfurt school members were perplexed as to the fact that
the worker alienation described by Marx in the Economic and Philosophical
Manuscripts (1961) did not lead to the working class assuming the reins of
power in industrial societies after the Bolshevik revolution of 1917. They were
motivated partly by wishing to understand how totalitarianism—both fascist
and communist—had developed so successfully in the first three decades of the
century, but were also interested in the intersection of culture and ideology
(Benhabib 1986). A significant element of their work focused on mass media
and popular culture as systems that encoded dominant ideas and practices
supporting capitalism (Horkheimer and Adorno 1972; Adorno 2001).

As a body of work, the Frankfurt school thinkers focused on identifying, and
then challenging and changing, the process by which a grossly iniquitous society
uses dominant ideology to convince people that this inequity is a normal state of
affairs. Their perspective is grounded in three core assumptions viewed as
axiomatic and articulated in Horkheimer’s classic 1936 essay defining critical
theory (1995). These are: (1) that apparently open, Western democracies are
actually highly unequal societies in which economic inequity, racism and class
discrimination are empirical realities, (2) that the way this state of affairs is
reproduced as seeming to be normal, natural and inevitable (thereby heading oft
potential challenges to the system) is through the dissemination of dominant
ideology and (3) that critical theory attempts to understand this state of affairs as
a prelude to changing it.

Amongst adult educators, Jurgen Habermas (1987) is the most well-known
intellectual heir of the school’s legacy and his theory of communicative action
was strongly influential on Mezirow’s development of transformative learning
theory in the 1980s and 1990s (Mezirow 1981, 1991; Mezirow and Associates
2000). In a series of books published in the 1970s (Habermas 1970, 1971,
1973, 1975, 1979), Habermas developed a concept of democracy grounded in
a theory of communication. He accepted critical theory’s articulation of the
extension of technocratic consciousness into everyday life but argued that a
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theory concerned with human liberation should replace the Marxist emphasis
on how people organise and conduct their patterns of production with a focus
on how they organise and conduct their patterns of communication. If we could
understand the conditions necessary for people to participate in full, free and
equal discourse, Habermas argued, then we would have a theory—the theory of
communicative action—that would guide the operation of democracy.

Mezirow’s hugely influential 1981 article developing a critical theory of adult
learning and education (Mezirow 1981) took Habermas’ concern with the
emancipatory dimensions of communicative action, reinterpreted emancipatory
action as adult perspective transformation and linked this to contemporary adult
educational ideas of self-directed learning and andragogy. In viewing these
concepts through a Habermasian lens, Mezirow introduced adult educators
who had been comfortable with the tradition of humanistic psychology to the
realisation that a more conflictual, Marxist-inclined approach to interpreting
adult learning processes was possible.

As we shall see later, Mezirow moved beyond Habermas® work and, in a
manner echoing Habermas’ own intellectual eclecticism, crossed theoretical
traditions as diverse as linguistics, information processing, artificial intelligence
and cognitive development. As Mezirow developed his ever-expanding theory
of transformative learning, it fell to others to interpret the relevance of
Habermas’ constantly evolving body of work for adult education. Of these
interpreters, Michael Welton is undoubtedly the most prominent. In a series of
articles and chapters, Welton (1991, 1993, 1995, 2000, 2001, 2003) parlayed
Habermas’ own convoluted, dense, endlessly hyphenated prose into a pas-
sionate and lucid justification of adult educators’ need to move beyond sim-
plistic declarations of the importance of social transformation to ‘speak in a
more self-limiting and precise ways about the asymmetrical relationship between
the system (state and work) and the lifeworld (civil society)’ (Welton 2001: 32).

After the fall of the Berlin Wall and the breakup of the USSR, some within
critical theory argued that the transition to socialism should cease to be the
organising project for critical theory. However, one could argue that the events
of 1989 and beyond signified the collapse of totalitarian communism rather
than the democratic socialism envisaged by the Frankfurt school. To Welton
(2001), giving up ‘the old Marxian dream of total change’ (p. 32) is necessary in
Habermas’ view if we are to work to achieve realistic and specific social changes
in particular contexts. Now that the industrial working class is no longer the
chief engine of revolutionary change, we must locate our efforts at resistance in
social movements and grass roots activism across a wide range of issues.
Habermas and Welton both believe this is the only realistic chance we have of
preserving, let alone extending, the democratic process within civil society. They
argue that learning how to defend the lifeworld against the system and how to
restrict the increasing influence of steering mechanisms within the public sphere
are adult learning projects at the heart of twenty-first-century democracy.

Although critical theory has its origins in the first half of the last century, its
exploration of the dynamics of capitalism—how contemporary processes of



58 S. BROOKFIELD

production turn workers, learners and teachers’ labour into ‘things’ to be traded
on the open market—finds a contemporary echo in frequently espoused con-
ceptualisations of learners and educators as ‘human capital’. Adult education for
workforce development situates the field as a servant of capitalism and the
human capital of the educated workforce represents a commodity owned by the
organisation, one deemed to provide a ‘competitive edge’ in the global mar-
ketplace. So critical theory’s analysis of the commodification and objectification
of labour is as relevant in the twenty-first century as in the twentieth, especially
as globalisation recasts the notion of the bourgeoisie and proletariat in first
world—third world terms.

It is pertinent to note that contemporary critiques of globalisation (El-Ojeili
and Hayden 20006) and critical globalisation studies (Applebaum and Robinson
2005) make explicit their intellectual grounding in critical theory. Critiques of
neoliberal policies whereby public services are privatised draw on Marx and
Fromm’s work on the fetishisation of the market, the belief that the capitalist
free market is a ‘thing’, an ‘entity’ that, left alone, works magically to confer
economic benefits on all, build overall prosperity and conserve the spirit of
entreprencurial freedom and liberty. The ideological and structural mechanisms
initially described by Marx to make societal inequality appear normal are now
often analysed on a global scale (Rehbein 2011).

CRITICAL PEDAGOGY

A second (and connected) strand of critical adult education theory draws on the
work of the Brazilan literacy educator Paulo Freire (2000a, b) and a founder of
the Italian communist party, Antonio Gramsci (Borg et al. 2002). The con-
nection of Freire to Marx is clearly articulated in Allman’s extensive scholarship
on revolutionary pedagogy (Allman 1999, 2008, 2010). As Mayo (2013)
observes, ‘Allman demonstrates clearly that one cannot fully understand his
(Freire’s) thinking unless one roots it in Marx’s dialectical conceptualization of
oppression’ (p. 129). As a communist, Gramsci is also clearly situated in the
Marxist tradition and reflections on Marx were a prominent element in his
prison writings (Gramsci 1971).

Two constructs were highly influential in launching critical pedagogy
scholarship in the 1980s and 1990s: Freire’s concept of conscientisation and
Gramsci’s concept of the organic intellectual. The simultaneous publication of
two adult education texts examining the connections between both these
thinkers’ work (Coben 1998; Mayo 1998) heralded how a theory of critical
practice was entering adult education. This stream of theorising is more focused
on classroom and community practice and is often subsumed under the term
critical pedagogy. It is a mid-range or local form of theorising concerned to
illuminate the intersections between the pressures of ideological manipulation
and cultural conformity and educational practice designed to challenge domi-
nant ideology.
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Although the field of critical pedagogy was often originally articulated in the
context of elementary and secondary schooling, its influence is now embedded
in adult education. Hence, case studies of critical adult education practice (see,
e.g., Sheared and Sissel 2001; St. Clair and Sandlin 2004; Kirkwood and
Kirkwood 2010) and introductions to the field intended to communicate a
critical edge (see, e.g., Brookfield and Holst 2010; English and Mayo 2012)
often foreground ideas from critical pedagogy.

Freire’s idea of conscientisation, derived from his work in Brazil, Bolivia,
Guinea-Bissau and Chile, exploded across the world in the 1960s and 1970s
and had an enormous influence on the developing popular education move-
ment (Hammond 1998; Kane 2001; Motta and Cole 2014) in Latin America.
Freire argued that teaching basic literacy skills had to be situated in peasants’
everyday worlds, using their own problems and concerns as the experiential grist
for the development of teaching practices. Adult educator Septima Clark
(Charron 2012) adopted a similar approach in the civil rights movement. Freire
conceived teaching as an explicitly political act since people’s concerns over land
ownership, landlords’ exploitative practices, water rights and so on were
indicative of a rapacious and unchecked capitalism. Interestingly, these same
exact concerns were paralleled in some of the works of the Highlander Folk
School (subsequently the Highlander Center) in Tennessee (Gaventa 1983).
Situating people’s learning within the context of understanding exploitation and
inequity, and providing educational help (developing skills, analysis and tactics)
to efforts to democratise political economy, became fundamental tenets of
popular education.

The concept of praxis also entered the lexicon of adult education largely due
to Freire. Although grounded in Hegel’s notion of the dialectic, and Marx’s
development of this idea, most adult educators associate the notion of praxis
with Freire. In classic Marxism, the dialectical process places two contradictory
forces in opposition to each other and posits that it is the clash of these that
gives rise to new social forms. Allman (2010) provides a thorough analysis of
this process in adult educational terms by emphasising for example how two
groups that stand in opposition to each other—students and teachers—trans-
form both themselves and the process of education into a dialogic form.

McLaren (2000) has remarked on how Freire’s ideas have been often
co-opted by mainstream adult education to signify that classrooms should be
more democratic and participatory and that active learning should be the
pedagogic order of the day. He criticises the way that Freire’s work has been
domesticated and deracinated by being ripped out of their Latin American
political context and defused of revolutionary import. To McLaren, people can
say they are working in a Freirean way simply by moving chairs into a circle and
asking people to co-construct the curriculum or using discussion as the main
teaching approach. The content and direction of education (the revolutionary
transformation of capitalist authoritarianism into collective, democratic and
socialist forms) become lost as the focus shifts solely to matters of process.
A democratically arrived at, collective decision by a group to stick within
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comfortable and socially acceptable boundaries could, in this bastardised form
of Freire, be considered as authentic and dialogic.

In time, partly because of his time at the World Council of Churches in
Geneva and because of a brief stint at Harvard University who published his
Cultural action for freedom (2000), Freire’s work became enormously
influential across the English-speaking world. He conducted a series of talking
books with leading educators such as Ira Shor (Shor and Freire 1987) and the
founder of the Highlander Folk School, Myles Horton (Horton and Freire
1992) that presented his ideas in a more accessible way for English speakers and
explored the applicability of his analysis and approaches to the industrialised first
world.

The dominance of the andragogical paradigm drawn from humanistic psy-
chology and articulated by Malcolm Knowles (1970 and Knowles and
Associates 1984 ) was challenged by Freire’s work. Adult education was now
theorised as an inherently political enterprise with revolutionary significance
with practitioners either serving the capitalist, authoritarian status quo or
working to overthrow this. Adult educators were not omniscient founts of
knowledge, although they always worked in a certain political direction. They
were authoritative, not authoritarian, making sure that any interjections they
made served to clarify people’s emerging understanding of an unequal world
and to support their desire to take control of their lives. Learning was not an
individualistic process but a collective attempt to name, and then change,
reality. Educators learned from and with those they served and invited relentless
critique of their own actions. Social movements advanced by people stepping
back to reflect critically on their actions and then moving to a more informed
phase of re-engagement. The exercise of radical love (echoing Freire’s
Christianity) informed all educational action, a contention that earned Freire
critique from some on the left. I once heard a teamster at a union-sponsored
meeting in New York where Freire was speaking dismiss his ideas as flower
power.

Freire’s theoretical and philosophical axioms have lasted longer than the
immensely popular notion of andragogy and, in a world in which income, racial,
gender and power disparities are ever more glaring, still exercise great influence
within adult education today. They also present a counter to the notion of tying
adult education to workplace learning and reducing the scope of the field to the
preparation of learners for jobs in service industries or the information society.

As mentioned earlier, a second important idea that is drawn from Marxism
but that is known mostly through critical pedagogy’s interpretations is that of
the adult educator as a distinctive kind of teacher or practitioner—the organic
intellectual. The notion of the adult educator as an organic intellectual is one
that originated in Gramsci’s (1971) prison writings but was developed by
European adult educators (Williams 1977; Coben 1998; Mayo 1999, 2005;
Allman 2010) as a model for the field’s practitioners. For Gramsci, organic
intellectuals were ‘elites of a new type, which arise directly out of the masses, but
remain in contact with them’ (p. 340). These intellectuals help the working class
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‘to conquer ideologically the traditional intellectuals’ by their ‘active partici-
pation in practical life as constructor, organizer, permanent persuader’ (p. 10).
They distinguish themselves by having ‘worked out and made coherent the
principles and the problems raised by the masses in their practical activity’
(p- 330). They are able to formulate and communicate a strategy for political
revolution in terms that the working class can understand since they are
themselves formed by a working-class culture. The end result of this effort is the
establishment of a new hegemony reflective of working-class interests.

The work of organic intellectuals results in ‘the theoretical aspect of the
theory-practice nexus being distinguished concretely by the existence of a group
of people “specialised” in conceptual and philosophical elaboration of ideas’
(p- 334). In other words, organic intellectuals are crucial to the awakening of
revolutionary fervour and a necessary trigger to workers coming to realise their
true situation of oppression and deciding to change this through political
actions. Gramsci wrote that with regard to the dynamics of a large-scale political
movement, ‘innovation cannot come from the mass, or at least at the beginning,
except through the mediation of an elite’ (p. 335). Organic intellectuals have
the responsibility to help people understand the existence of ruling class
hegemony and the need to replace this with proletarian hegemony. In order to
do this, these intellectuals need a capacity for empathic identification with how
it feels to be oppressed. They must inhabit the lifeworld of the masses ‘feeling
the elementary passions of the people, understanding them and therefore
explaining and justifying them’ (p. 418).

This is why it is so difficult for well-meaning middle-class radicals to become
organic intellectuals. Despite Freire’s injunctions concerning the need for
middle-class adult educators to commit class suicide so they can work in an
authentic way with the peasantry and other oppressed groups (Freire 2000), this
transition is highly problematic. And what of attempts to commit racial, rather
than class, suicide? How can white adult educators ever experience the systemic
racism visited daily on people of colour? As Holst (2002) points out, discussions
of organic intellectuals that focus on Martin Luther King (the emblematic
organic intellectual in Cornel West’s view) tend to ignore the way the civil rights
movement ‘produced organic intellectuals from the Black share-croppers and
working class throughout the South’ (p. 85).

I read Gramsci as arguing that a condition of being an organic intellectual is
the educator being a member of the racial or class group concerned, and not a
sympathetic fellow traveller, however well intentioned. Myles Horton under-
stood this when he insisted that the literacy teachers in the campaign to help St.
John’s islanders learn to read and write (so they could register to vote) should
all be African American (Horton 1977). No matter how sincere a white teacher
might be, she lacked the racial membership to feel ‘the elementary passions of
the people’ that was a precondition of her being trusted by the people.

In his adumbration of the adult educator as an organic intellectual, Gramsci
is clearly operating from a very different conception than that of the adult
educator as a facilitator. To him, the job of an organic intellectual is to ‘organise
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human masses and create the terrain on which men move, acquire consciousness
of their position, struggle etc’. (p. 377). There is no pretence at neutrality or
objectivity here, no compulsion to see the oppressor’s point of view. The
intellectual’s task is to galvanise the working-class opposition and translate this
into an effective revolutionary party. In this analysis, adult education is a site for
political practice in which organic intellectuals can assist the working class in its
revolutionary struggle.

For Gramsci, this organic intellectual work was part of a ‘war of position’ to
assist working-class adults learn those elements of the dominant culture (at a
very basic level, reading and writing) that would assist them in overthrowing
that culture and establishing a new hegemony, a working-class proletarian
hegemony. This kind of learning is very far removed from the learning as joyful
self-actualisation ethos that sometimes pervades adult and continuing education
programmes today. To Gramsci (1971), studying was a job, ‘and a very tiring
one, with its own particular apprenticeship—involving muscles and nerves as
well as intellect.... A habit acquired with effort, tedium and even suffering’
(p. 42).

The idea of the adult educator as an organic intellectual working to help
people advance their collective interests by challenging dominant ideology and
ushering in revolutionary change has moved beyond Gramsci’s focus on the
working class to include groups marginalised by factors such as race, gender and
sexuality. In so doing, it has informed an enormous variety of insurrectionary
and revolutionary adult educational efforts. A few that come to mind are the rise
of different forms of participatory research (Pyrch 2013), social action (Foley
1999), indigenous education (Schmelkes 2011; Cortina 2014) and environ-
mental protests (Clover et al. 2012). There is also a host of specific community
development practices and events that teach people to identify and push back
against dominant power and ideological manipulation. Culture jamming
(Scatamburlo-D’Annibale 2010), invisible theatre (Boal 2000, 2001, 20006),
Adbusters Clover and Shaw (2010), critical shopping (Jubas 2012) and the
Raging Grannies (Roy 2002) would be a few examples. Here, activists stage
interventions in public and community spaces such as restaurants, shopping
malls, military bases and street corners to force an awareness of power rela-
tionships people take for granted.

CRITIQUE AS CRITICAL ADULT EDUCATION THEORY

In the late twentieth and early twenty-first-centuries, a number of theoretical
movements, loosely organised around the notion of critique, have come into
play within adult education theorising. One of the most prominent has centred
on the works of Jack Mezirow. As mentioned earlier, Mezirow’s (1981) article
‘A critical theory of adult learning and education’ explored the learning domains
that Jurgen Habermas claimed to be central to engaging in communicative
action. Since Habermas viewed learning communicative action to be the central
task of adulthood, Mezirow’s development of this work within adult education
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seems entirely natural. The hundreds of studies that Mezirow’s work has
inspired certainly make the case for Habermas® contention. At the time of its
initial articulation, Mezirow’s work was groundbreaking in the US for its being
situated in a dense European theoretical framework.

In the 30 years following the publication of the 1981 article, Mezirow
provided numerous claborations and extensions of his work drawing on an
ever-broader range of knowledge, including artificial intelligence, brain chem-
istry and cognitive science. His intellectual project was to create a compre-
hensive theory of adult learning that could guide the field of adult education in
terms of its practice. At the centre of this theoretical project was the idea of
transformative learning, something he identified as the core process of adult
learning (Mezirow 1991; Mezirow and Associates 2000). Put very simplistically,
Mezirow argued that as people negotiate adulthood, the fragmented and
contradictory nature of life in post-industrial societies confronts them with a
series of disorienting dilemmas. These dilemmas are present in situations where
assumptions and expectations are overturned by a (usually traumatic) series of
events. Individual examples would be getting fired, suffering bereavement or
the breakdown of an intimate relationship. Recent societal examples would be
the destruction of the 2001 World Trade Center towers, a unilateral invasion (as
with Iraq in 2003) and the 2008 collapse of the banking industry and subse-
quent bailout.

As a result of these disorienting dilemmas, we are forced to re-evaluate the
ways we have understood the world. In so doing, we develop meaning schemes
(sets of assumptions related to specific situations) and meaning perspectives
(assumptions constituting broad worldviews). Over time, these become
increasingly comprehensive (in that they account for a broader range of events)
and discriminating (in that they discern differences between different kinds of
events and phenomena). Adults transform their frames of reference through
critical reflection on the assumptions of others (objective reframing) or on one’s
own assumptions (subjective reframing). Mezirow argues that the overall pur-
pose of adult development is to realise one’s agency through increasingly
expanding awareness and critical reflection. The function of adult educators is to
assist this development by helping learners reflect critically on their own, and
others’, assumptions. Regular reviews of transformative learning (Taylor 2007;
Taylor and Snyder 2012) document how the scope of transformative learning
has itself widened to account for holistic, somatic and emotional dimensions to
this process, and to its application within studies of different cultural contexts
(Merriam and Niseane 2008). O’ Sullivan et al. (2002) have explored the
connections between transformation and spirituality and the importance of
connecting transformation to ecological balance.

The main element of Mezirow’s theory of transformative learning that deals
with social action is what he calls ‘systemic’ critical reflection that focuses on
probing sociocultural distortions. Systemic reflection describes the process by
which people learn to recognise how uncritically accepted and unjust dominant
ideologies are embedded in everyday situations and practices. Critical reflection
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as ideology critique focuses on helping people come to an awareness of how
capitalism shapes belief systems and assumptions (i.e. ideologies) that justify and
maintain economic and political inequity. This kind of ideology critique is
appropriate for critical reflection on external ideologies such as communism,
capitalism or fascism or for reflection on our own ‘economic, ecological, edu-
cational, linguistic, political, religious, bureaucratic, or other taken-for-granted
cultural systems’ (Mezirow 1998: 193).

In building a comprehensive theory of adult learning, Mezirow broadened
the notion of critique to include interpersonal and even intrapersonal domains.
As a result, he provoked criticism that he had lost focus on the collective critique
of structures and systems and had focused too much attention on the individual,
internal change. Mezirow and his supporters contended that in building a
comprehensive theory of adult learning, one could not restrict the focus to
investigating systemic critique but had to deal also with the adult learning of an
intrapersonal spiritual nature or of learning situated within intimate
relationships.

The widespread attention granted to Mezirow’s work, along with the already
examined influence of critical theory and critical pedagogy in the field, was
paralleled by the development of multiple critical theories within adult educa-
tion. A strong feminist theory of adult education emerged that placed women’s
concerns, the centrality of gender and the dominance of patriarchal ideology
and structures at the forefront of analysis. Critical feminism undertakes a power
analysis of gender-based inequality across personal and social relationships,
work, politics and ideologies of sexuality. Some proponents focus mostly on
what are often conceptualised as ‘women’s issues’ such as reproductive rights,
rape and sexual objectification via pornography, others conduct a broader cri-
tique and dismantling of patriarchy and its ties to capitalism. As Tisdell (2000)
points out, it is probably more accurate to talk of feminist theories and feminist
pedagogies (Tisdell 2000) in the plural. For example, theorists such as
Thompson (1977, 2007); Mojab (2005); Carpenter and Mojab (2011) and
Hart (2005) build on the insights of materialist feminism (Alama and Hekmo
2008) to insist that gender oppression be understood as intersecting with other
forms of class and race-based oppression and that to separate them is empirically
and theoretically untenable. Angela Davis (2012, 2015) and bell hooks (2014)
both posit a critique of capitalism as a feminist concern and urge the building of
broad-based revolutionary alliances across race and gender.

Concepts drawn from the feminist theory that has gained traction in adult
education include several drawn from feminist epistemology (Alcoft and Potter
1993). As English and Irving (2015) observe, what were once considered strictly
feminist perspectives, such as the recognition of learning as a holistic process
involving multiple senses, emotional currents and somatic dimensions, are now
mainstream ideas in adult education. Gender-based modes of cognition such as
connected knowing (Belenky et al. 1986; Goldberger 1996) and maternal
thinking (Ruddick 1995), and the notion of standpoint theory (Harding 2003)
have all influenced adult educational scholarship (Hayes and Flannery 2000;



CRITICAL ADULT EDUCATION THEORY: TRADITIONS AND INFLUENCE 65

English and Irving 2015). Standpoint theory’s contention that an adult educa-
tor’s positionality and identity are crucial in shaping her commitments and
practice is now broadly accepted as essential to any critical stance. In research, it
is no longer daringly provocative for adult educational dissertations to contain a
statement regarding the researcher’s identity and positionality. In practice, adult
education informed by feminist theory is usually upfront about the transfor-
mational politics it is attempting to introduce. There is no value neutrality here,
instead a clear statement of the radical agenda being pursued.

Finally, the notion of helping women find and express themselves in an
authentic voice that emerged in post-war feminism is now accepted as an
important theoretical construct in critical adult education. It can be linked to
the emergence of narrative research as a modality to further a social justice
agenda (Nash and Viray 2013, 2014) in which the purpose is to liberate the
voices of marginalised people. Finding voice, hearing voice and speaking in an
authentic voice are now staple components of how critically inclined educators
describe their purposes and practice.

The effort to find an authentic voice in matters of sexuality and gender is also
reflected in the emergence of queer theory in adult education. Queer theory
enjoins adult educators to consider a particular process of adult learning: How
do people constantly learn to construct, dismantle and reconstruct sexual
identity, and how do they understand and practice desire? Exploring this pro-
cess is replete with implications for how one thinks, learns and teaches, and what
one believes should be covered in a fully inclusive adult education curriculum.
As is appropriate for a theory that emphasises shifting categorisations and rejects
essentialism or fixed identities, queer theory is less a set of theoretical tenets and
more a critical posture that questions traditional notions of sexuality. In par-
ticular, queer theory problematises heteronormativity; that is, the dominant,
unquestioned belief that heterosexual relationships are not only the empirical
norm, but morally superior to gay and lesbian same-sex relationships. The
privilege associated with being ‘Straight’ is, according to Rocco and Gallagher
(2006) important to identify and challenge, particularly when it forces gay and
lesbian workers to ‘pass’ as straight for purposes of workplace safety or career
development.

In choosing the term ‘Queer Theory’ to describe a theoretical posture of
sexual critique, its adherents are mainstreaming what was previously a term of
abuse. As Hill (1995) acknowledges, this is a common response of marginalised
groups who proudly wave the term of abuse applied to them as a badge of
identity, thus turning the linguistic and ideological tables on the dominant
group. The Queer theory argues that pinning down one’s sexuality in a fixed,
static way is always likely to be complex, as in transgendered relationships, or in
straight friendships between transvestites and cross-dressers. Classics in the field
such as Epistemology of the Closet (Sedgewick 2008) ‘interrogate’ (to use a
favoured term) dominant understandings and practices of sexuality. In other
words, they question rigorously and continuously how certain ideas and
behaviours become accepted as ‘normal’ and others viewed as ‘deviant’.
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The ‘Queer’ in queer theory can never be defined in any stable way since the
notion itself rejects an essentialist epistemology that defines sexuality in a
bifurcated, either/or way as gay or straight, hetero or homo (Grace and Hill
2004). Instead, queer celebrates the idea of constantly shifting identities and
broadens conceptions of behavioural possibilities. Grace and Hill (2004) argue
that queer theory’s radical inclusion connects it to theorising in transformative
learning whereby meaning schemes and perspectives are gradually broadened to
become ever more permeable and comprehensive.

An interesting example of queering identity is adult educator Elizabeth
Tisdell’s description of her sexuality as contextual (Bettinger et al. 20006). In
describing being in a committed monogamous relationship with a man, then
with a woman for more than 10 years, and now with a man for the past
10 years, Tisdell rejects the descriptor of bisexual or any categorisation of her
own sexual orientation. She writes ‘for me my sexual orientation is contextual,
and related more to a person and relationship, than with one gender or another’
(p- 64). Thus, what to others might appear as sexual confusion, is clarifying for
Tisdell since her sexual orientation is ‘contextually situated as being in love with
and committed to a particular person regardless of his or her gender’ (p. 64).
As Hill (2006) notes, any attempt to queer organisations, classrooms or adult
education programmes is a complex practice with multiple dimensions that ‘is
fraught with paradox and contradiction’ (p. 101).

Queer theory’s emphasis on shifting identities and the contextual nature of
practice have influenced how adult education has come to place much greater
emphasis on local truth and situated knowledge. Given that queer activism is
necessarily experimental (Hill 2004 ), there is a scepticism of grand narratives of
overarching models of adult educational programme development and a much
greater emphasis on experiential and artistic approaches to working with adults
(Grace et al. 2010; James and Brookfield 2014).

Not only has gender identity come under examination within adult educa-
tion, the construct of race has also led to two powerful streams of theorising:
Africentrism and critical race theory. Merriweather-Hunn (2004) defines
Africentrism as ‘the written articulation of indigenous African philosophy (an
oral tradition) as embodied by the lived experiences of multiple generations of
people of African descent’ (p. 68). Africentrism draws on African-centred values
and traditions to argue that African American learners and educators—indeed
all members of the African Diaspora—need to work in ways shaped by those
values and traditions rather than follow the Eurocentric norm. As developed
most prominently by Professor Scipio A. J. Colin Jr. III (Colin 1998, 2002;
Closson 2000), the Africentric paradigm re-conceptualises adult learning and
development as a collective, not individual, process in which I Am Because We
Are (Hord and Lee 1995). One’s own interests and identity are deemed to be
inextricably intertwined with the well-being of the tribal collective, an approach
that in Colin and Guy’s (1998) view ‘differs significantly from traditional
Eurocentric perspectives of individualism, competition, and hierarchical forms
of authority and decision-making’ (1998: 50). To Colin and Guy, the Swahili
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notions of Ujima (collective work and responsibility) and Ujamaa (cooperative
economics, most famously evident in Nyrere’s African socialism) are grounded
in African rather than traditional Eurocentric cultural values, and are at the heart
of adult learning. The Africentric paradigm conceives adult education as a
process of developing African-based cognitive and socio-economic structures
that stress community, interdependence and collective action.

The aforementioned values match a particular curricular orientation to adult
education, one that focuses on self-ethnic liberation and empowerment.
Arguing for a philosophy of self-ethnic reliance, Colin and Guy (1998) argue
that African American adult education programmes must be ‘designed to
counteract the sociocultural and the socio-psychological effects of racism’
(Colin and Guy 1998: 47). Adopting Colin’s (1998, 2002) emphasis on
self-ethnic reflectors, such a curriculum should be developed by members of the
ethnic or racial group that have lived the experience of racism and should reflect
and affirm the racial identity and traditions of Africans rather than Europeans.
Africentric adult education practices and understandings must be generated
outside the dominant Eurocentric ideology. In Colin and Guy’s opinion, an
Africentric practice of adult education ‘means that the selection, discussion and
critique of African Ameripean/African American content must not occur based
on using standards or criteria arising from traditional Eurocentric perspectives.
Rather, selection of content about African Ameripean/African American adult
education is based on an Africentric perspective’ (Colin and Guy 1998: 51).

The Africentric theoretical paradigm has prompted other efforts at racially
based scholarship and led to an awareness of the importance of racially based
ways of knowing (Brookfield 2003) amongst majority white scholars. It has
inspired a major pre-conference of the annual Adult Education Research
Conference that focuses on the African Diaspora and adult education. In terms
of specific adult educational practices, it has underscored the need for pro-
grammes within which one racial group is pre-eminent to be taught by mem-
bers of that group who are more attuned to its cultural rhythms and who
provide ethnic reflectors for the learners concerned. This work has challenged
and widened the range of practices seen in adult educational classrooms,
including the creation of a master’s degree in lifelong learning at Mount Saint
Vincent University (Nova Scotia, Canada) run on Africentric principles
(Bernard and Brigham 2012).

In contrast to Africentrism, critical race theory (CRT) draws on the European
tradition of critical theory to argue that a state of permanent inequity has become
accepted as normal in the USA (Delgado and Stefancic 2001). Critical race
theory views racism as the enduring, all-pervasive reality of American life and
white supremacy as the dominant ideology. It suggests adult educators
acknowledge this and make its analysis and confrontation a central feature of
study and practice (Brigham 2013). CRT assumes that racism is endemic and
that as legal measures restrict its overt expression (as in the existence of
whites-only clubs or organisations), it reconfigures itself in racial microaggres-
sions and aversive racism (Sue 2010, 2015). Racial microaggressions are the
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subtle, daily expressions of racism embodied in speech, gesture and actions such
as who gets called on to contribute in discussions and how those contributions
are interpreted. Aversive racism comprises the racist behaviours that liberal
whites enact even as they profess sincerely to be free of racism. Brigham’s (2013)
analysis of how race should be theorised in adult education describes how these
subtle forms of racism endure and the conversations African American adult
educators need to have with the broader field to confront class, power and
language in the fight for dignity.

CRT places considerable emphasis on the use of narrative, particularly counter
storytelling. Counter storytelling encourages people of colour to recount their
experiences of racism in ways that reflect their own culture, a process that
challenges not just what whites consider to be racial reality (that civil rights has
made racism a non-issue) but also what constitutes appropriate forms of class-
room expression or scholarship. Using Hip Hop (Guy 2004) as a means of
counter storytelling, for example, stands in contrast to mainstream forms of
narrative such as formal autobiographies and memoirs. The process of counter
storytelling is complex, however, as Merriweather-Hunn et al. (2006) tale of a
white adult educator’s involvement with the African Diaspora pre-conference of
the Adult Education Research Conference illustrates.

Critical race theory argues for a curriculum that stresses the analysis of how
white supremacy is permanently embedded in educational texts, practices and
forms of student assessment. It places racism as the central factor of American
life and requires adult educators to explore how their actions, and the field’s
organisation and practices, collude in its perpetuation. Although originated by
scholars of colour in critical legal studies, the CRT perspective enjoins white
adult educators to explore their own racism. Whites need to scrutinise publicly
their own racial microaggressions such as regularly overlooking the contribu-
tions of students of colour, dismissing the jargon of some groups while
employing that of the dominant white culture, citing examples and authors that
are exclusively white or grading students of colour differently because they are
held to lower expectations.

CONCLUSION

As this chapter demonstrates, it is important to acknowledge that rather than
speaking of critical adult education theory, with its implication that there is a
unified critical stance, we should talk instead about critical theories of educa-
tion. My intention has been to examine theoretical work in the field that is
critical of dominant ideology and inequities of power. The critical perspectives 1
have claborated exclude other viable theoretical works in this area, purely
because of space limitations. For example, I am unable to conduct a thorough
analysis of post-structuralism, post-modernism or critical disability theory. For
those looking to read an adult educational treatment of these other areas, I
commend English and Mayo’s (2012) introductory text.
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From Radical Adult Education to Social
Movement Learning

Jobn D. Holst

Abstract Holst traces the changing nature of social justice-oriented adult
education from the days of radical adult education to contemporary social
movement learning. The chapter relates the changing descriptors of lifelong
education and learning for social change to the changes in social movements
themselves and the broader socio-political economic contexts in which they take
place. The chapter argues that the concepts of new social movements and old
social movements do not capture the nature of growing contemporary social
movements among dispossessed sectors of society. Today, educators must have
a clear understanding of the nature of polarization caused by neoliberal glob-
alization in order to confront the challenges and understand the revolutionary
potential for social movement learning in the new emerging movements.

Education and learning have always been and will continue to be central aspects
of organized efforts for progressive, social democratic, or socialist transforma-
tion. Therefore, there is no need to justify adult education scholarship focused
on social change as an area of theory and practice for our field, whether it falls
under the descriptor of Radical Adult Education (Holst 2002), Critical
Pedagogy (English and Mayo 2012), Critical Adult Education (St. Clair 2004;
Sandlin 2007; Plumb 2009), Critical Revolutionary Praxis (Allman 1999,
2001), Social Justice Education (Hill 2011; Crowther 2013), Popular
Education (Walters and Manicom 1996; Kane 2001; Crowther et al. 2005;
Endresen 2013), or Social Movement Learning (Hall et al. 2012). Nevertheless,
whether, how, and to what extent adult education scholars study or participate

J.D. Holst (D)

Lifelong Learning and Adult Education, Pennsylvania State University,
305E Keller Building, University Park, PA 16802, USA

e-mail: jdh91@psu.edu

© The Author(s) 2018 75
M. Milana et al. (eds.), The Palgrave International

Handbook on Adult and Lifelong Education and Learning,

https://doi.org,/10.1057 /978-1-137-55783-4_5



76  J.D.HOLST

in these social change efforts tell us as much about ourselves and our field as it
does about the nature of the relationship between education, learning, and
social change. Let me give a personal example to illustrate this point.

A few years ago, I invited Nelson Peery to speak to a class I was teaching on
critical pedagogy and social movements. As a class, we had read Peery’s (2002)
book The Future is up to us: A Revolutionary talking Politics with the American
People. Those familiar with Peery (1995, 2007) through his memoirs will know
that he played a very important role in a number of revolutionary organizations
in the US from the second half of the twentieth century until his death in 2015.

The class session went very well as Nelson Peery was a very approachable and
engaging working-class organic intellectual with an impressive ability to explain
highly complex concepts with ample historical examples and in terms which are
understandable to those unfamiliar with the vocabulary of revolutionaries.
Towards the end of the session, we got to the question we were most antici-
pating. When we posed the question to Peery of how we as critical pedagogues
should teach, he surprisingly, but very appropriately, turned the question on us.
He challenged us as educators to live up to our own training and professional
practice and to answer that question for him. Paraphrasing, I remember him
saying, ‘You are the teachers. I’m a revolutionary. You need to tell me how best
to teach; to educate people on how to understand their own reality’. In other
words, he was challenging us to bring our expertise to the movement. He was
telling us that we had a vital role to play; that social change was not other
people’s responsibility.

For Peery (2013), the key element missing in the movement today is pre-
cisely revolutionary educators. Revolutionaries, like himself, can provide vision,
analysis, and organizational skills, but given the context of social change today,
Peery believed that there is a real need for those most skilled in pedagogy, those
able to teach social justice fighters to be conscious revolutionaries.

I begin this chapter with this anecdote because I think it highlights important
challenges for radical adult education scholarship today. As we continue to seek
out examples of learning in social movements, as we should continue to do, and
as we continue to theorize the nature of learning in social movements, which we
need to do more of, we also need to consider our understanding of the nature of
social movements, what our role is in and for social movements, and whether we
are well equipped theoretically to be of relevant service to movements.
Troubling, for example, is the fact that as revolutionaries such as Peery seek out
revolutionary educators and effective, radical forms of teaching in social
movements, we as a field focus increasingly on learning. As others have pointed
out (Brookfield 2009; Biesta 2012), we seem ever more reluctant to focus on
teaching and educating in favour of learning, and in this particular case, social
movement learning,.

A general assessment and outline of the current state of the subfield of
education and social change must address several interrelated questions. First,
what is the relationship between the changing descriptors we use to describe
this subfield and the changing nature of the disciplinary traditions and practices
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upon which we draw for our own scholarship? How and why, for example, have
we gone from radical adult education to social movement learning? To what
extent does the move from radical adult education to social movement learning
follow changes in disciplinary traditions and epistemological outlooks within the
field of adult education? Second, what is the relationship between the changing
nature of social movements and the changing nature of our scholarship? Third,
what is the relationship between our scholarship and the prevailing
socio-political economic context within which we and social movement actors
and organizations operate? Social movement learning has replaced radical adult
education in our discourse at about the same time that lifelong learning has
replaced adult education in the discourse of the field as a whole. Is there a
relationship between the broader and hegemonic neoliberal forces and actors
pushing ideas around lifelong learning and a greater focus on the learning rather
than the educating aspects of social movements? Lastly, what is the general
trajectory of where we are headed and where movements are headed? What can
we anticipate as the major lines of struggle in the near future which we should
be aware of in order to stay current with our scholarly theory and practice? All of
these questions, must be seen in their historical development and in this
chapter, I will generally limit my discussion to the post-World War II period
with an emphasis on my own US context and the broader context of the
Americas.

Socia. MOVEMENTS TODAY

I think it is important to begin with some general comments about social
movements today since in many places around the globe and, in my case, in the
US, we are seeing new social subjects emerging as the cutting edge of social
movements of a new type. In the latter half of the twentieth century, social
movement scholars developed the dichotomous framework of old social move-
ments (OSMs) and new social movements (NSMs). This OSM /NSM dichot-
omy is intended, among other things, to capture what are perceived to be the
distinctive political projects of the two types of movements: OSMs are considered
to advance working-class-based, social democratic or socialist political projects,
while NSMs are considered to advance non-class-based or cross-class-based
political projects oriented towards identify formation or autonomy.
Increasingly, however, movements today are not exactly NSMs nor OSMs
even though they have constituents, some demands, and some organizational
support or structures in common with both NSMs and OSMs. Major social
movements in the US in the past few years have been the immigrant rights
movement, the poor and low-wage workers movement, and the movement
against police brutality. A major element that these movements have in com-
mon is that they are made up of some of the most marginalized sectors of
society facing very difficult social and economic conditions, and it is precisely the
development of these new social sectors within these new socio-political
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economic conditions that make today’s movements fall outside of the
OSM/NSM dichotomy.

In the US, for example, the immigrant rights movement caught the Left by
surprise. It was not uncommon for labour movement activists and scholars to
lament the fact that the objective conditions of immigrant workers made them a
social sector very difficult to organize. Nevertheless, by 2006, millions of
immigrant workers organized the largest May Day rallies in the US since the
1930s. This movement literally revived May Day from the bin of OSM history.
With some labour union support, but largely through their own community and
work-based networks, immigrants organized themselves to become a major
social movement force in the US. As the worldwide Anti-Globalisation or
Global Justice movement and its accompanying Social Forums have waned in
significance, the US Social Forum has been rejuvenated by social movement
activists of poor people’s movements. These movements of low-wage workers
and poor and working-class communities have taken over the leadership in
organizing the US Social Forums in Atlanta in 2007, Detroit in 2010, and in
Philadelphia and San Jose in 2015. The most recent movements around police
brutality are also based in working-class communities and have caught off guard
the long-standing civil rights organizations which were not prepared or posi-
tioned to provide leadership for African American working-class communities
across the US in rebellion against state authorities.

At the heart of these social movements are social subjects unfamiliar to many
leftists. The movements have rather basic demands for legal rights, socially just
treatment, and access to water and basic services such as housing, food, and
health care, but not in terms of moral imperatives for others in need, but as
burning necessities for their own immediate survival. I would argue that this is a
qualitative distinction between these movements and the Occupy movement
which very successfully raised the issue of economic inequality but was never-
theless generally not made up of the very social sectors most devastated by the
socio-political economic polarization we are witnessing today.

These ‘new’ social subjects have their own organizational forms and new
demands. While these new social subjects are not completely foreign to old and
new social movements, they are part of the fundamental socio-political eco-
nomic transformations which have taken place in the last 30 years in the US and
around the globe. So, for example, poor people’s movements are not new to US
social movements and scholarship nor to social movement learning scholarship
(Hamilton 2013), but they are emerging in and out of very different conditions
today than in the late 1960s or during the 1930s Great Depression era. In the
1930s and 1960s, for example, it was possible to envision significant reform
gains through a defence and expansion of federal government social policies of
the New Deal or the Great Society/War on Poverty. Today, however, there are
no such programmes on the horizon, and in fact, in the era of austerity it is quite
the opposite.

The emergence and nature of these new social subjects and movements have
not gone unnoticed by all scholars. A small but growing number of scholars
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(see, for example, Davis et al. 1997; Shiva 2005; Davis 2007; Moody 2007,
Bieler et al. 2008; Gonzalez and Katz-Fishman 2010; Dyer-Witheford 2015;
Srnicek and Williams 2015) understand like Antonio Gramsci (1977) that the
‘masses indicate the precise direction of historical development’ (p. 173). In
other words, when, as these scholars have, we analyse the objective conditions
of these new social subjects, we can see the outlines of qualitative changes which
have taken place in the broader prevailing socio-political economic relations in
particular contexts and generally across the global.

These new social subjects have been identified under various names. The
United Nations-HABITAT (2003) uses the term ‘informal sector’. Mike Davis
(2007) uses the phrase ‘planet of slums’ and says that ‘altogether, the global
informal working class (overlapping with but non-identical to the slum popu-
lation) is about one billion strong, making it the fastest-growing, and most
unprecedented, social class on earth’ (p. 178). Bieler et al. (2008), in discussing
the challenges of globalization for the classic old social movement of labour, use
the terms ‘precarious and pauperized working class’ and state that this social
sector ‘has risen from less than one-quarter to more than one-half of the global
urban population’ (p. 266). For them, ‘mass unemployment and the increasing
informalisation of work make the reconsideration of existing organizations of
the working class imperative’ (p. 266). Lane (2010) uses the term ‘informal
proletariat’ or the precarious proletariat (precariat). According to Munck
(2011), the ‘social interest (not least to survive) puts’ this global precariat ‘in
opposition to the dominant order’ (p. 16). Revolutionary activists in the US
refer to this sector as the new class (Peery 1993) or the new poor. Willie Baptist
(2010) says of these new poor that they constitute the majority of the world’s
population of ‘every age, gender, educational background, ethnic group and
colour’ (p. 262). He goes on to say that these 3.5—4 billion human beings living
precariously ‘are unlike the poor in the past’ because they ‘live and die under
new conditions shaped by the new information technology’ (p. 262). Marxist
political economists such as David Harvey (2010) use the term ‘dispossessed’ to
speak of this new sector. Feminists also speak of the dispossessed and the dis-
proportionate impact on women of new enclosures of remaining commons in
the Global South (Shiva 2005; Federici 2011). Latin American scholar/activist
Gilberto Valdés (2006) uses the term ‘new historical subject’ to speak of the
new organizational forms and movements emerging in Latin America. These
new movements according to Ratl Zibechi (2005) ‘have been born on the
“margins” of established society and have been led by the poorest...[Bly those
“without”—without roof, without land, without work, without rights...These
new protagonists have displaced the union movement...[and] have also dis-
placed the left’ (p. 13).

In adult education literature, these new social subjects, when mentioned, are
often discussed in terms of the informal economy (Mitra 2005). Madhu Singh
(2005) says that by 1998, the informal economy consisted of 500 million
people around the world. Recent data from the International Labour
Organization (2015) suggest that nearly half of the world’s workers are
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vulnerably employed, while at the same time, labour participation rates are
declining and unemployment is rising. Shahrzad Mojab (20006), reflecting on
the work of Davis (2007) and Donovan Plumb (2005), argues that it is ‘in the
context of surplus humanity that we must consider the dominant notions of the
field of adult education’ (p. 352).

If we take up Mojab’s call and look to the literature on social movements in
adult education we find a dominant framework which does not capture well the
politics of or the socio-political economic context for the social movements
emerging from this ‘surplus humanity’. For some time now, social movement
research in adult education has been framed by the distinction made between
old and new social movements. This OSM/NSM framework was developed
outside of adult education scholarship in the late 1970s and 1980s (Holford
1995) and began to influence research in the field at least as early as Finger
(1989) and Welton’s (1993, 1995) work on learning and new social move-
ments and Hall’s (1993, 1996, 1997) work on adult education and global civil
society. My work in this area (Holst 2002) further solidified this framework as a
way of depicting what I call ‘the politics of social movements’. While this
framework has informed a significant amount of social movement research in
the field of adult education (for example, Mayo 2005; Choudry 2007; Walter
2007; Sandlin and Walther 2009), it has also been criticized from antiracist
feminist (Gouin 2009) and indigenous (Kapoor 2008) perspectives.

While the OSM/NSM dichotomy has served as a reference point for the
growing body of research on social movements and adult education, I will argue
in this chapter that the OSM/NSM dichotomy had fundamental flaws and no
longer reflects qualitative changes in the socio-political economic realities (Davis
2003; Robinson 2004; Harris 2008; Smith 2010) out of which new
cutting-edge social organizing is emerging; the dichotomy, therefore, is
increasingly inadequate for framing the politics of social movements in social
movement research in adult education. New political projects, demands, and
organizational structures of social subjects and movements emerging across the
globe, such as those described in the latter part of the introduction to this
chapter, simply do not fit within the politics of social movements captured by
the OSM /NSM framework.

THE Poritics oF THE OLD AND NEW IN SOCIAL
MOVEMENT THEORY AND PRACTICE

Conceptualizing the OSM/NSM framework dialectically allows us to see the
relationship between theory and practice in the politics of social movements.
Championing NSMs was a practical /political act and a theoretical stance. In the
same vein, the defence of OSMs was a defence of organizational forms and
practices and a defence of the theoretical foundations of these forms and
practices. We can see this dialectical relationship in the discussions around the
newness of NSMs.
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This discussion took place within the adult education literature and in the
broader literature on social movements. In adult education literature, this dis-
cussion focused on what was seen to be the more authentically educational
nature of NSMs. In other words, the ‘newness’ debate in adult education
centred on the claim that NSMs were inherently more educational or trans-
formational because they focused on personal and social identity through
knowledge production (Holford 1995). This debate was going on at the same
time that the field as a whole began to rename itself with early efforts to use the
term Lifelong Education or Permanent Education quickly followed and over-
taken by the term Lifelong Learning. A number of scholars (for example, Field
2001; Martin 2003; Crowther and Martin 2005; Centano 2011; Biesta 2012;
Milana 2012) documented the nuances and contradictions in the triumph of
Lifelong Learning over adult education, but to generally arrive to a somewhat
similar conclusion as Boshier (1998); in other words, the triumph of the term
Lifelong Learning is a marker or at least parallels the predominance of neoliberal
thinking in the policy, practice, and perspectives within mainstream adult
education.

I would argue that the subfield of radical adult education has not been
immune to the rise of neoliberalism. The turn to new social movements, civil
societarianism (Welton 2013), and what Carpenter (2015) calls the fetish of the
local or the micro in radical adult education amounts to forms of what I have
called ‘left-wing neoliberalism” (Holst 2007). This is where the basic tenets of
neoliberal thought become incorporated into radical adult education theory and
practice. The state is downplayed as a potential progressive agent of change in
favour of a vaguely defined civil society; non-governmental organizations
(NGOs) are favoured over political parties as the most viable organizations for
social change-oriented educational work; and a theory and practice of class is
seen as just one more form of identity to be added to theories of intersec-
tionality or multidimensional identity formations. So, today we speak of radical
adult education with a nostalgic tone (Crowther and Martin 2005), while social
movement learning, since at least Clover and Hall’s (2000) working Paper In
Search of Social Movement Learning, is the dominant label for radical adult
education. I do not want to overstate the argument here, as plenty of radical
adult education scholarship can still be found alongside and within the new
terminology of social movement learning; nevertheless, we do find ourselves
increasingly referring to learning within social movements, rather than to the
radical potential of educating for ‘really useful knowledge’.

On the practical side, there was the objective emergence of movements in the
1960s to the 1980s purportedly centring on issues of identity. These movements
took organizational forms outside those of the working-class-based organiza-
tions of OSMs which developed in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries. Part and parcel of these new movements was the development of
theoretical frameworks which tried to explain both why these movements
emerged and how they were new. These explanations were generally framed in a
dualistic and oppositional stance to OSMs. New Social Movement theory, then,
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was generally oppositional to the theoretical underpinnings of old or
working-class social movements. The oppositional aspects of NSM theory ran-
ged from an outright hostility to OSM theory and practice—what we could call
strong NSM theory—to efforts to merely provide explanations of the broader
socio-political transformations for an understanding of how and why movements
emerging in the 1960s were different. Most generally stated, the major axis of
these debates was on the theory and practice of socialism.

The OSM /NSM debates developed and reached their apex in the 1980s and
1990s. In order to understand the reflection of these debates within adult
education literature on social movement learning, it is essential to see these
debates within the broader and global socio-political economic context of that
time period. The interrelated processes of the period most central to these
debates were the crisis and dissolution of most self-proclaimed socialist states,
the rise and triumph of the political economic project of what came to be called
neoliberalism, and the rise of postmodernist and civil society perspectives in the
social sciences. For NSM theory, the dissolution of socialist states was a wel-
come event and a vindication of postmodernism and the importance of civil
society as the operating terrain of new social movements. Grand theories such as
socialism were wrong, dangerous, and outmoded theoretical outlooks of the
fading period of the modernist twentieth century. The championing of NSMs
was then both an effort to understand the objective emergence of fundamentally
new movements and a political project to help push OSMs and its accompa-
nying socialist theory further into the dustbin of history.

Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, OSMs were on the defensive as neoliberal
policies devastated working-class organizations and movements. Theoretically,
postmodernism called into question the very foundations of old social move-
ment theory and, with weakening organizations and movements, it was hard to
justify at the level of theory, a practice that seemed to be in mortal decline.
OSM theory shared the fate of OSMs. Many OSM theorists and activists joined
in the celebrations of the fall of self-proclaimed socialist states as a show of their
distance from what were considered undemocratic and ultimately anti-worker
policies and practices. Yet, beyond celebrating the fall of the Berlin Wall, OSM
theory’s response to the crisis seemed to consist mainly in a call to organize out
of the crisis of OSMs. Most OSM theorists argued that neoliberalism, and its
objective manifestation as globalization, was merely a political strategy of
resurgent nation state-based capitalist classes and not the marker of fundamental
socio-political economic transformations. Therefore, the way forward in a
period of temporary setbacks, was to keep on doing what OSMs had always
done but with doubled efforts. The general retreat of OSM theory and practice
was evident in adult education literature as NSMs gained prominence in the
social movement learning literature and workplace learning, with some excep-
tions, became increasingly framed by human resource development paradigms.

History, however, once again showed itself to be the greatest of teachers if
one is willing to listen. Both NSM theory and OSM theory made valid points
during this period. Yet, neither side in this debate seemed capable of actually
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capturing the fundamental transformations at play during the period beginning
roughly in the 1960s and continuing until today. Nor did either side really
capture the full range and historical development of what fell under the labels of
old and new social movements.

THE LiMmrts oF THE OLD AND THE NEW IN SOCIAL
MOVEMENT THEORY AND PRACTICE

The dualism inherent in the OSM /NSM framework never accurately captured
the full range and interconnectedness of the politics of social movements. The
following four limitations emerged in the debates over OSMs and NSMs and
also made their way into the adult education literature on social movement
learning (for example, Holst 2002; Mayo 2005). First, even the chronological
logic of new versus old often does not match the actual history of movements.
New social movements often have a longer history than old social movements.
The women’s movement, for example, can be traced back in many countries at
least to the early nineteenth century. The quintessential 1960s peace or anti-war
movements also have long histories dating back to or even before the origins of
the labour movement (Seymour 2011).

Second, the OSM/NSM framework fails to capture the tangled reality of new
and old social movements. There are numerous activists who are involved in
both old and new social movements at the same time or over the lifespan of their
social activism. It is not uncommon, for example, for Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual,
Transgender, or Queer (GLBTQ) trade unionists to be active in both their union
and organizations dedicated to GLBTQ rights. Coalition building across
movements is possible and deemed necessary because activists involved across
movements see and understand the interconnectedness of the various issues
across movements. The rise of the global justice movement is frequently referred
to as a ‘movement of movements’ made possible by trans-movement activists.
Currently in the US, there are growing state-based and municipal-based
movements emerging around budget austerity measures that include attacks on
the right of public sector workers to organize in unions. These struggles and
issues have been particularly acute in recent public school teacher strikes such as
the 2012 strike in Chicago (Uetricht 2014). It is not lost on many activists in
these battles that the attack on public sector budgets and workers is an attack on
workers, women, and African Americans since the majority of public sector
workers are women and the public sector is the number one employer of African
American men.

Third, the tangled reality of old and new social movements has a
long-standing history. Moreover, a part of the ‘newness’ aspect of the so-called
NSMs emerging in the 1960s was a loss of the actual ties or historic memory of
these ties between old and new social movements. For example, one of the
‘new’ aspects of the feminist movement of the 1960s was that it had lost a
significant amount of its long-standing interconnectedness with the socialist
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movement of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Probably the
most enduring legacy of this tie is the continued global celebration of
International Women’s Day, a day first proclaimed by the Socialist Party in the
US in 1909. As Young (2001) indicates, moreover, it was the protest wave
initiated by the Bolsheviks’ commemoration of International Women’s Day in
1917 which culminated in the triumph of the Russian revolution later that same
year. The loss of these ties was embodied in the life and work of Betty Friedan
author of the famous mainstream feminist text, The Feminine Mystique. Friedan
generally tried to downplay and not discuss her initial activism in and with the
socialist movement in the 1940s (Coontz 2011).

Historic ties between new and old social movements are not limited to
Western countries. The First Congress of the Peoples of the East held in Baku,
Azerbaijan in 1920 under the auspices of the Communist International directly
related the nationalist aspirations—what in NSM terminology would be an
identity movement—of colonized countries with the struggle for socialism.
Young (2001) argues that the delegates at this congress who were primarily
from Asia, but also from Europe, and the Americas, forged an analysis that
placed the NSM idea of identity politics—national self-determination as it is
conceptualized in the socialist movement—as central to the struggle against
capitalism in the era of imperialism. Moreover, with the presence of 55 women
delegates, the congress presented an analysis of the interrelatedness of national,
gender, and class oppression.

Fourth, the dualistic formulation of the NSM/OSM framework curtails
dialectical thinking of the kind which produced the declarations of the Baku
Congress. For this reason, the NSM /OSM framework does not capture well the
politics of nationally oppressed peoples’ or indigenous struggles. From a dualistic
perspective, one can see how movements may have commonalities around which
they can form temporary coalitions. When we think dialectically, however, and in
terms of internal relations (Allman 2001), one can see how the existence of
oppressor classes and nations is incumbent upon the existence of oppressed
classes and nations; one pole of the dialectic cannot exist without the other
because each is necessary for the existence of the other. Further, the overcoming
of the situation of the oppressed necessitates the elimination of the objective
conditions which allow for the existence of the oppressor. This was the theo-
retical perspective which allowed for the analysis of national and gender
oppression in the declarations made at the Baku conference. It is also a per-
spective, I will argue below, that is necessary if we are to overcome the dualism of
the OSM/NSM framework for a greater understanding of and a path forward for
contemporary social movement theory and practice.
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MovING FORWARD FROM THE OLD AND THE NEW IN SOCIAL
MOVEMENT THEORY AND RESEARCH

Thus far, T have tried to show the limits of the OSM/NSM framework. From
here, however, I would like to begin to outline what I consider to be necessary
theoretical elements we will need in order to move beyond the limits of the
OSM/NSM framework. To begin this process, I will highlight the two aspects
we should take with us from the OSM/NSM framework.

Ironically, as much as NSM theory downplayed political economy as passé
and limiting in terms of capturing the fullness of reality, the NSM tenet of a
fundamental shift in the late twentieth century has proven to be very accurate,
particularly when considered from a political economic standpoint. The basic
idea of NSM theory was that new movements themselves were considered to be
markers of a new form of politics for a new social reality facing humanity and the
planet. Coupled with this was the idea that globalization had made the nation
state—the main political target of OSMs—obsolete, thus necessitating and
signalling the rise of civil society as the essential terrain of political struggle.
This line of analysis was an attack on the very essence of OSM theory,
OSMs organized in the intersection of politics and economics. An essential idea
of OSM theory was that the working class organized in order to use the state to
transform society. Much of the theoretical response from an OSM perspective
was to insist over and over again that globalization did not mark a fundamental
transformation of capitalism or of the power of the nation state. Simply put,
nothing had fundamentally changed in the late twentieth century, and there-
fore, OSMs were as relevant as ever; they were weaker, for sure, but nothing
that redoubled organizing efforts and some tweaking of tactics couldn’t fix. As
the years wore on, however, the idea that nothing fundamentally had changed
in the last 40 years is untenable. To move forward, it is essential to accept the
fact that we are in an era of profound socio-political economic transformation.

While we need to accept that we are facing fundamental transformations, we
also need to accept that we can only fully understand these transformations with
the use of political economy. OSM theory was correct in terms of defending the
importance of political economy, but not in terms of using it to insist on the lack
of change. Here, the irony is that the whole point of political economy from a
Marxist perspective is to have a set of analytical tools to see the constant motion
and change of society, and yet a major thrust of OSM political economic
analysis in the wake of NSM theory has been to do the opposite: to show how
little social reality has changed in the recent period. This backwards use of
political economy has actually delayed and curtailed the use of the analytical
tools (Marxist political economy) associated with OSMs best capable to explain
the significance and nature of the changing objective conditions.

Social movement learning research needs to consider the fundamental
socio-political economic transformations that have sparked new organizational
formations and demands of a new nature. Social movement learning research
must understand that the new social subjects discussed at the beginning of this
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chapter are emerging globally. While taking on locally and regionally specific
characteristics, these new social subjects have demands that are often quite
basic, yet objectively revolutionary given the qualitative socio-political economic
transformations out of which they emerge. In other words, when the new social
subjects demand access to the basics of life such as water or housing with no way
to access them under the prevailing capital /labour relations, they raise demands
that directly confront the existing order. Social movement learning research has
to consider that the new social subjects are forming social movements of a new
nature.

Paula Allman (2001) juxtaposed uncritical reproductive praxis and critical
revolutionary praxis. Allman’s analysis is relevant here because, for the most
part, both OSM and NSM praxes were of a reproductive nature to the extent, as
Allman outlined, it was a practice generally within the various prevailing rela-
tions. The goal of the labour movement, for example, has generally been to
improve the conditions of workers within the employee /employer relationship;
this form of praxis generally does not challenge the relation itself as would a
critical revolutionary praxis. At the beginning of this chapter, I cited numerous
people who have identified these new social subjects under various names.
What I am adding to this line of argument, as are others (Peery 1997; Baptist
2010; Gonzalez and Katz-Fishman 2010; Munck 2011; Standing 2011), is that
the new social subjects are objectively outside the prevailing relations; their
movement for basic demands poses a challenge to the prevailing relations
because they cannot be resolved within these relations.

The immiseration we are witnessing of what Zibechi (2005) calls the
‘without’ is a structural or permanent state which can no longer be alleviated
through reforms (uncritical reproductive praxis), but only through a funda-
mental or revolutionary transformation of the prevailing relations. So, not only
does social movement learning research need to consider that these new social
subjects are forming movements of a new nature, but that the nature of these
movements is objectively revolutionary. This does not mean that the new social
subjects are automatically conscious of this fact. The movements are objectively
revolutionary, but not inevitably revolutionary; education plays the key role here
of making the movements subjectively revolutionary. In other words, the role of
social movement learning in this context is to make people critically conscious of
their own practice. This is why Nelson Peery, who I referred to earlier, argued
so forcefully for the fundamental role of revolutionary pedagogy among the new
social subjects. In an era of objectively revolutionary social subjects, one does
not have to try to convince people in an abstract manner of the benefits that
socialism could bring. Rather, socialism—distribution based on need and not on
the ability to pay—moves from being an abstract ideal to a practical and nec-
essary solution for the growing sector of humanity finding itself without work,
or food, or housing and with no ability or future hope to be able to pay for these
basic necessities.
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Ky CHALLENGES FOR SOCIAL MOVEMENT LEARNING RESEARCH

Over two decades ago, Holford (1995) argued, ‘to study the organizational
knowledge of social movements, is, in short, to study a key site of the inter-
action between learning, knowledge, and society’ (p. 105). By a way of con-
clusion, and in line with Holdford’s insights, I would like to pose what I see as
key challenges for social movement learning research. First, can we develop a
new framework for the politics of the new social subjects/movements that can
be foundational to social movement learning research? I have briefly outlined
some basic points for a theoretical consideration of the qualitatively new nature
of emerging subjects/movements. I think it is time that social movement
learning researchers begin to break new ground in developing conceptual
frameworks for the politics of these new social subjects/movements. For too
long now, social movement learning researchers have tailed or copied social
scientists when we can contribute to these broader debates and advance our
own work with our own theoretical work. While we should continue to
strengthen our work with social movement researchers in other disciplines
(Sawchuk 2011), as a practiced-based field, we can draw on our closeness to
these new social subjects, so often involved in adult education programmes, so
as to make our own contributions to a theoretical understanding of the politics
of social movements in the era of new social subjects/movements.

Second, given the objectively revolutionary demands of these new move-
ments, do we see a qualitatively different pedagogical praxis compared to OSMs
and NSMs? We need research studies, informed by a theoretical understanding
of the nature of new social subjects/movements, that investigate the peda-
gogical aspects and nature of these new movements. We now have a number of
case studies of various social movements that fall under the OSM/NSM para-
digm. With case studies of emerging new movements, we can begin to develop
comparative analyses between the pedagogical praxis of the OSMs/NSMs and
the movements of new social subjects.

Third, how do we understand pedagogically the objectively revolutionary
demands that are not always understood subjectively as revolutionary? The
argument here, as stated above, is that there are new social subjects emerging
whose simple demands for survival can no longer be met within prevailing
capitalist relations; the social location of these subjects makes them revolu-
tionary in an objective sense. Assuming this is an accurate assessment, pedagogy
becomes an essential component of movements based on the basic demands of
these social subjects. Drawing on Paula Allman (2001), we can say that the
demands of these social subjects provide the objective basis for a critical revo-
lutionary practice, but they do not guarantee it. As these social subjects are
increasingly outside the prevailing wage/capital relation, they cannot better
themselves within the relation in an acritical and reproductive way (Allman
2001), although political forces may attempt to steer them in this direction.
Education based in the real, lived realities of these social subjects is key to
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making them aware of the revolutionary nature of their objective situation as a
part of the development of a critical revolutionary practice. Many social
movement learning researchers and activists do not have a lot of experience with
this type of objective situation. Many OSM activists, for example, are skilled in a
pedagogical practice geared towards extracting reforms from the system in what
Allman would call an acritical reproductive practice. We need theory and
examples of critical revolutionary practice in the service of the new social
subjects/movements.

Fourth, can social movement learning research contribute to a pedagogical
praxis that can propel the subjective understanding of the objectively revolu-
tionary nature of demands emerging out of new movements? In other words,
we need to put our expertise in social movement learning theory and practice to
work to develop new theoretical tools in the struggle to help people critically
understand their own lived reality. This was the starting point for the type of
educational programming called for by Freire (2001) in Pedagogy of the
Oppressed and developed by others in our own tradition. Today, however, we
are confronting a new era of global polarization between the growing sector of
the species described variously as the dispossessed, the without, the new class,
etc., and a small fraction of global billionaires. The challenge for the field is to
maintain our relevance by transforming our social movement learning research
paradigms in order to contribute to the coming struggles in an increasingly
polarized and potentially revolutionary juncture.
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Adult Learning and Communicative
Rationality

Palle Rasmussen

Abstract In recent years the concept of learning has been used widely in
education policy discourse, often replacing the concept of education. This has
provoked criticism and attempts to restate the humanist ideas of the concept of
education. This paper discusses the relations between the two concepts of
learning and education, including the criticism of learning voiced by some
philosophers of education, the significance of the German tradition of Bildung
and comprehensive concepts of learning developed by Knud Illeris and others.
The paper further presents and discusses contributions to this comprehensive
approach from two critical social theorists, Jirgen Habermas and Oskar Negt.
These contributions substantiate the interactive dimension of learning as well as
the links between individual learning processes and the complex forms and
conditions of life in contemporary societies.

INTRODUCTION

During the last 2 decades, the concept of learning has been widely adopted by
researchers, policymakers and practitioners. Earlier, the predominant themes in
discourses on education concerned questions of curriculum, teaching and
control in primary and secondary schooling. The focus was on educational
institutions, on ‘the school’; and on the practices of teachers in this institutional
context. Today much interest is also taken in learning and acquisition of skills
outside school, in training schemes, on the job or in other areas of life. This
represents a change in both policy and educational theory, a change that has
sometimes misleadingly been labelled ‘from education to learning’. However, it
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is not a question of giving up the concept of education; it is a question of seeing
institutional education as one element (and a vital element) in processes of
learning that also include other elements. Policies are also being developed that
do not focus primarily on educational institutions but rather on learning in
different settings over the life course. The popularity of the word ‘learning’ and
its inclusion in the rhetoric of policymakers does not help clarify the implications
of the concept. But in my view, a comprehensive concept of learning represents
an important paradigmatic change in the conceptualisation of educational
phenomena and the implementation of educational practices.

In this paper, I argue for such an understanding of learning and try to
substantiate it with reference to selected critical social theories. The first section
of the paper discusses relations between the two concepts of learning and
education, especially dealing with the way education has been presented as a
humanist alternative to learning, for instance by Gert Biesta. The second section
presents a comprehensive approach to learning, inspired by Knud Illeris and
others. The third and fourth sections present and discuss contributions to this
comprehensive approach from two critical social theorists, Jiigen Habermas and
Oskar Negt. These contributions substantiate the interactive dimension of
learning as well as the links between individual learning processes and the
complex forms and conditions of life in contemporary societies.

LEARNING AND EDUCATION

The widespread use of the concept of learning, especially in policy texts, has
tended to marginalise the concepts of teaching and education. Most often this
has happened through not referring to or downplaying the concept of educa-
tion and the role of institutionalised teaching, but in some cases it has also
involved explicit criticism. An example is a book with the title ‘Turning
Learning Right Side Up: Putting Education Back on Track’ (Ackoft and
Greenberg 2008), where the authors argue that schools are restricting learning
because work in classrooms is based on traditional forms of teaching and cur-
ricula are organised around disciplines. This closes many of the connections to
the world outside schools, undermines student motivation and actively sup-
presses creativity. Schools seem to be run more for the benefit of those
employed in the system than to enable students to learn. The fact that the
authors do not have a background in educational research may be one reason
why they argue so directly, but their reservations towards institutionalised
education capture much of the sentiment in the turn ‘from education to
learning’.

This turn has provoked debate and opposition. Critical contributions have
often drawn on Foucault’s concept of governmentality, seeing lifelong learning
as part of a reorganisation of the relationship between states and citizens (see for
instance the contributions in Fejes and Nicoll 2008). As part of this approach,
Tuschling and Engemann (2006) argue that the concept of lifelong learning
implies a totality where individuals and not institutions become the centrepiece
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of learning and where everything becomes potential learning content. The
mandate for education shifts partly to the learning individuals, who become
responsible for their own educational outcomes and careers. The authors discuss
whether this implies a radical de-institutionalisation of education (which for
instance the contribution of Ackoff and Greenberg could suggest), but argue
that it does not. Rather, it implies more flexible institutions and frameworks that
can facilitate the movement of individuals between the myriad of contexts for
learning. The learning individual “..is configured as an inter-institutional entity
traversing situations and institutions, obliged to strategically show knowledge
and skills’ (Tuschling and Engemann 2006: 460). The authors do not explicitly
assess the quality of this compared to education, but it is clear that they see it as
degenerate form.

A more explicit argument is made by Gert Biesta in his article with the
striking title ‘Against Learning’ (Biesta 2005, also in Biesta 2006) where he
argues that the language of learning has made important aspects of education
very difficult to articulate. He gives some striking examples of the language of
learning; among them are quotes from the website of the educational service
‘learndirect’ established in UK and also the following quote from a European
Commission policy document:

..the established framing of pedagogic practices in most formal contexts has
privileged teaching rather than learning... In a high-technology knowledge society
this kind of teaching-learning loses efficacy; learners must become proactive and
more autonomous, prepared to renew their knowledge continuously... (Biesta
2006: 16)

Among several trends he sees as contributing to the rise of this language, Biesta
focuses especially on the erosion of welfare states, which has weakened the idea
of social redistribution through public provision, and has changed the rela-
tionship between governments and citizens from a political relationship to an
economic relationship between provider and consumer. The new langue of
learning reflects this, says Biesta, because it

...has facilitated a redescription of the language of education in terms of an eco-
nomic transaction, that is a transaction in which (1) the learner is the (potential)
consumer, the one who has certain ‘needs’, in which (2) the teacher, the educator
or the educational institution is seen as the provider (...) and (3) education itself
becomes a commodity —a ‘thing’ to be provided or delivered. (Biesta 2006: 19-20)

It is true that the rhetoric of ‘learndirect’ and similar initiatives lends itself to this
economic interpretation, but in the European Commission document quoted
above it is hard to see that the initiative and autonomy of learners should
represent an economic rationality. I would claim that although the concept of
learning has often appeared in education policy papers and such papers very
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often contain arguments for the economic value of education (and the necessity
of producing education as cheaply as possible), economic rationality in the sense
described by Biesta—as a trade of commodities between consumers and pro-
viders—has not generally been connected with learning in the policy discourse,
partly because there is no logical link between them.

Biesta argues that the economic model of learning directs attention exclu-
sively to technical questions of educational processes and that this kind of
economic logic cannot be transferred to education, because educational needs
have a special quality, and students and parents need help from professional
educationalists to clarify these needs. But in fact consumer—provider relations
have a long history in education, as evidenced for example in markets for
vocational education and training courses in many countries and markets for
study programmes and courses in many universities. In these markets, educa-
tional institutions offer a wide range of courses, often described attractively but
with limited substantial information, and potential students are expected to be
able to know what they need and choose on that basis. This is reflected in the
literature on student consumerism (Saunders 2014). Biesta is right in arguing
that to leave answers to questions about the purpose and content of education
to the market “...deprives us of the opportunity to have a democratic say in the
educational renewal of society’ (Biesta 2006: 23), but he seems to forget that
this is exactly what educational decision-makers and institutions have often
done, and they have not needed the language of learning for that.

As an alternative to the omnipresent language of learning, and especially to
the economic model of learner/consumer and educational provider, Biesta
argues for reinventing a language of education. Not in the sense of traditional
educational theory but as a set of three interlocking concepts (Biesta 2006:
25-30): trust, which makes it possible to engage in educational relationships
even though the results are risky and incalculable; violence, in the sense that
education and educationalists must challenge and even violate students in order
to show them who they are and where they stand; and responsibility, even
though as educator you can never know from the outset what you take
responsibility for. These concepts certainly capture vital elements in educational
relationships, but they share a limitation with much philosophically based
educational theory. The focus is on an ideal-typical relationship between an
educator and a student, without taking account of the social and institutional
structures that educational relations are embedded in. Trust is important in
educational relationships, but the ability to have or mobilise this trust depends
very much on the social and cultural resources of students and on the character
of the educational institutions they encounter. Educationalists are not just
individual persons; they are embedded in and employed by educational insti-
tutions, and their trustworthiness depends for the most part on the character of
the institutions. When Biesta argues that needs for learning must be clarified
with the help of education professionals, he displays the helping side of pro-
fessionalism; but as documented in much social science research, it can also have
a controlling and authoritarian side (Larson 2012). Biesta’s concept of violence
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as a helpful challenge in the process of education has a sociological parallel in
Bourdieu’s concept of repressive symbolic violence as a means of reproducing
and legitimising educational inequality (Bourdieu and Passeron 1990).

It is important to note that this discussion refers only to those contributions
by Biesta where he contrasts the concepts of learning and education. In other
contributions, he uses the concept of learning analytically and attempts to
develop a cultural theory of learning (Hodkinson et al. 2008) that seems to
include at least some of the qualities he also ascribes to the concept of
education.

In line with many other European educationalists (see for instance Masschelein
and Ricken 2003; Siljander et al. 2012), Biesta sees the German tradition of
‘Bildung’ as an important reference point for a concept of education transgressing
narrow technical or economic models and focusing on ‘the humanity of the
human being’ (Biesta 2006: 99). He underlines that Bildung is not to be taken as
a stable tradition that can and should be restored today, but rather it must be seen
as contextual responses to educational challenges over a long historical period; the
task for educationalists today is to draw on this tradition in responding to con-
temporary challenges. The history of ‘Bildung’ ranges from the Greek city states
over Roman culture to the Enlightenment and to modern Western education.
Biesta argues that an important step in this history was ..when the acquisition of
particular contents became itself recognised as a constitutive aspect of Bildung.
Since then Bildung has always been understood as self-Bildung’ (Biesta 2006:
101). This cultivation of the human being is closely connected to the kind of
society that the human being exists in and acts in. Kant’s understanding of
Bildung in terms of rational autonomy, for instance, was a call for people who
could think and act for themselves in an emerging civil society in Prussia. Kant
established a link between education and individual freedom but Biesta points out
that this freedom was strongly circumscribed, because Kant only allowed for one
definition of what it meant to be human (Biesta 2007: 28).

In drawing on the concept of Bildung, it is important to be aware that the
social group which most clearly embraced Bildung in German society during the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries was the ‘Bildungsburgertum’ or the edu-
cated bourgeoisie. This was a class of wealthy non-noble people that emerged in
the major cities, gaining material wealth and social positions and distinguishing
themselves through the cultural capital of literature, art and humanities
knowledge (Ringer 1969). This class had a key role in developing German
education (especially the university system), science and public intellectual life,
but it also had a strong impact on the concept of Bildung, linking it closely to
the social elite. The version of cultivating the human being inscribed in the
concept of Bildung mainly represents the life of the non-noble social and cul-
tural elite; it never reached the great majority of the population being educated
in the primary school or in apprenticeships.

The concept of Bildung represents an important historical ideal for education
and educational relations; its focus on the humanity of human beings can inspire
ideas about the purposes of education today and contribute to countering the
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narrowly instrumental concepts of education that often dominate education
policy discourse. But the concept should be used with the awareness that it is
not socially and culturally neutral, but marked by its close links with social elites.

In sum, while the concepts of learning and lifelong learning have often been
used in ways that neglect or gloss over important issues, the response to this
should not be to mobilise the concepts of education and Bildung, ascribing to
them humanistic qualities that their histories do not confirm. Rather the
response should be continued development of comprehensive and critical
concepts of learning.

LEARNING AND LIFE

Learning can be defined as a process of creating change through the accumu-
lation of knowledge and competence. This process is cognitive as well as
emotional and social, and it goes all through the human life course. Learning
takes place both in educational institutions and in many other contexts, and the
interaction and coordination of different learning contexts is very important to
the quality of learning.

Illeris (2007) has conceptualised this broad approach to learning in the claim
that all learning will involve three dimensions, which he calls the content,
incentive and interaction dimensions. The first two of these dimensions draw on
the traditional concepts of cognitive and affective learning, but significantly
redefines them. According to Illeris, the content dimension concerns what is
learned, not just knowledge and skills, but also such elements as opinions, values
and ways of behaviour. The content of learning is ultimately the capacities
needed to deal with the practical challenges of personal and social life. The
incentive dimension, including such elements as feelings, emotions and moti-
vation, provides and directs the mental energy in learning processes. Processes
in the content as well as the incentive dimension are embedded in the social
contexts and interaction that individuals always exist in. This is the interaction
dimension, providing the impulses for learning processes through experience,
imitation, activity and participation and developing the sociality of the learner.

Illeris’ insistence that learning always involves all three dimensions is a crucial
point; it is perhaps especially relevant to adults, who exist in and have moved
through multiple life situations, in families, in work, in education and in public
and political settings, each with their tasks and social contexts. Such a broad
approach to learning (for other examples, see Jarvis 2006; Hodkinson et al.
2008) provides a basis for understanding and mapping the role of adult edu-
cation institutions and their educators in relation to other sites where adults
learn.

A key aspect of the comprehensive theory of learning is that it places the
learner and his/her interests, background and potential at the centre of atten-
tion for research, practice and policy. Educational theory has often implicitly
assumed that the responsibility for developing the knowledge, skills and identity
of students rests with the educator or the educational institutions. This is in fact
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the case for distinct types of educational theory. In theories of ‘Bildung’, the
driving actor is often the mature and knowledgeable educator or teacher, who
represents and embodies the qualities of humanity and culture as well as civilised
and responsible judgement, and learning happens through the student’s
exposure to and interaction with the educator. In theories of situated learning
and professional learning (Schon 1990; Lave and Wenger 1991), the settings
are generally not educational institutions but different types of work organisa-
tions, but in many cases the main type of learning portrayed is induction in the
community of practice through close interaction with a single master practi-
tioner. The theory of learning changes the focus; it presents the student as the
core actor, the person driving his or her own learning, while institutionalised
education and its educators are parts of the framework for and input to this
learning. This approach is fundamentally in line with constructivist cognitive
science as developed by Piaget and later researchers in the same tradition, but as
noted above, it has a much broader view of learning.

Conceptualising the learner as the core actor does not mean that learners are
always active and proceed from clear ideas about their purposes and capacities.
Learners often do not know what they need or want, and in many educational
contexts, learners may be unwilling to take learning initiatives on their own.
Learners have different backgrounds, experiences, resources and life perspec-
tives, and for many of them, the experience of schooling has not served to
develop their capacity for active learning. What secing the learner as core actor
means is that for significant learning to happen, the learner must actively drive
the process, and the primary contribution of educators is to empower learners to
do this.

The widespread acceptance and use of the concept of lifelong learning
confirms the relevance of the comprehensive concept of learning. To be sure the
concept is most often used in a restricted sense, covering programmes and
practices in adult education and training that have generally existed on the
margins of educational systems. But the logic of lifelong learning implies that
learning takes place not only within institutionalised education at all stages from
pre-school to adult education but also in many different contexts outside
institutionalised education. Sociological theories and analyses of modernisation
(for instance Beck 1992) indicate that learning in this sense is a crucial element
in present-day societies because of the increasing demands on individual flexi-
bility and navigation in changing work situations as well as in civil life. Even
though modernisation is no linear process and its consequences may be very
different for different social groups, there is much evidence that learning is in
fact an increasingly important element in modern societies.

Learning does not only change individuals but through the individuals it also
affects and changes the organisations and institutions that the individuals are
part of. The fact that ‘learning organisations’ (Argyris and Schon 1978) have
emerged as an idea and a model in management theory and practice is a sign of
this, even though the concepts of learning drawn on are sometimes limited.



100 P. RASMUSSEN

Another example is the concept of learning cities and regions (Morgan 1997)
which have had considerable impact in regional development policies.

A comprehensive concept of learning is necessary for understanding the
complex processes of learning in modern societies, their significance for adults
and the ways that institutionalised education can contribute. Although learning
is a word often encountered educational literature and in education policy
discourse, there is little consensus on the concept. Learning is still often nar-
rowly defined as a process of cognition and skills development, not only by
critical educationalists distancing themselves from the concept but also by
policymakers and educational researchers. An example is the work of John
Hattie (2009) on visible learning, which has enjoyed considerable influence in
recent years. Hattie’s research focuses on primary and secondary schooling, and
through comprehensive meta-analysis of empirical research he tries to find the
institutional arrangements and pedagogical methods that are most efficient in
producing learning in students. The scope of Hattie’s work is impressive, and in
some ways his understanding of learning recognises the learner as core actor, for
instance when he recommends feedback as one of the most efficient pedagogical
methods. But his understanding of learning is focused on the content dimen-
sion, on students’ acquisition of the knowledge and skills specified for the
different levels of school education. This—as well as other examples—shows
that the conceptualisation of learning is still an important issue in educational
research. In the rest of this chapter, I will present two important contributions
to this conceptualisation. They are different in many ways, but they share an
origin in German critical theory and a continuing attempt to identify challenges
and possibilities for human existence in modern societies.

LEARNING AND COMMUNICATIVE ACTION

While the concept of learning in principle places the learner in the centre of
attention, it is true that learning is often seen as value-neutral, dissociated from
ideas about human well-being and social needs. This makes it possible for
policymakers to mobilise the concept for questionable purposes, like
one-dimensional concepts of competitiveness and economic growth. I will
argue here that a concept of learning can in fact have normative foundations,
and that the theory of communicative action developed by Jiirgen Habermas
offers a possible theoretical framework for this.

In Habermas’ conceptualisation of modern society, which he has presented
most comprehensively in the ‘Theory of Communicative Action” (Habermas
1984-1987), different types of rationality are embedded in cultural and social
contexts and are reproduced through different types of action. Communicative
rationality, which has the potential to humanise the social order, is anchored in
the life-world and upheld through communicative action. Reflexive learning is
an important part of this process.

The concept of rationality is a controversial one in social theory. It has often
been denounced as an obsolete residue of idealist philosophy. Habermas,
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however, maintains that a critical theory of society must include a theory of
rationality, because the world we live in is still in many ways determined by the
process that Max Weber called ‘the disenchantment of the Western world’.
Social theory must be able to grasp this process of rationalisation.

Habermas argues that while early critical theory, most clearly represented by
Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer, developed a strong case for and steps
towards a theoretical, interdisciplinary social science, it stopped on the way.
Adorno and Horkheimer (2002) saw the increasing predominance of instru-
mental rationality as an integrated element in the development of Western
civilisation, driven by the expansion of market economies and the logic of
commodification. They concluded that a true understanding of man and society
could not be achieved by scientific methods and analytical thinking, because
these modes of thought were infected by instrumental rationality. As an alter-
native, Adorno in particular pointed to the intuitive understanding of man and
nature that could find expression and be experienced through different forms of
art. To Habermas, Adorno’s conclusion signals the inability of early critical
theory to realise the project of a theoretical, interdisciplinary social science. He
finds the main reason for this failure in a paradigm of subjectivity and con-
sciousness that early critical theory inherited from idealist philosophy. In this
paradigm, the subject is confronted with a world of objects, towards which it
may relate in two ways: understand them or master them. Habermas maintains
that subjectivity must be conceived differently: the subject is not just confronted
with a world of objects; it is also in contact with other subjects, with whom it
may communicate over ways to relate to the world of objects. The development
of rationality is an inter-subjective learning process.

To link the notion of communicative rationality with the analysis of society,
Habermas develops a typology of social action. In his early works, he distin-
guished between goal-oriented action and communicative action. In the theory
of communicative action, he further develops these categories, for instance
sub-dividing communicative action in the three types: conversation,
norm-regulated action and dramaturgic action. In working out the character-
istics of communicative action, Habermas draws on the theory of speech acts
(Austin 1975), and especially on the vital concept of illocutionary force. The
illocutionary force is the kind of act we perform when we utter a sentence. It
should be distinguished from its locutionary force (the referential or cognitive
meaning) and also from its perlocutionary force (the intended function or
result). The illocutionary force indicates mutual relations between the partners
of communication and conditions for the validity of these relations. For
instance, norm-regulated action is dominated by the illocutionary component
and has the basic form: ‘I promise you, that...”. The criterion for evaluating
norm-regulated action is justification, and the evolution of a differentiated
system of linguistic communication increasingly provides interaction partners
with the option of confirming or denying each other’s claims to validity. This is
the reason why illocutionary force has the potential for creating durable social
relations.



102 P. RASMUSSEN

In this perspective, the inter-subjective learning of communicative rationality
must be seen as a continuous process where participants improve their com-
petence in offering and responding to communicative acts, and at the same time
confirm their attachment to the same community. The availability of commu-
nication ‘artefacts’, mainly in the form of linguistic systems of communication,
makes it possible to stabilise the outcomes of learning, both in social organi-
sation and in the minds of subjects. In Habermas’ theory, the ‘place’ of this
stabilised learning is the life-world.

The concept of life-world was originally developed within phenomenological
philosophy and sociology. It signifies the horizon of communication, the frame
of reference which is common to speaker and listener, and which enables them
to understand each other. Thus, the life-world mainly consists of ‘tacit
knowledge’ founded in everyday life, and it is continuously reproduced through
communicative action. If distortion of communication takes place, for instance
through obscure blending of communicative and strategic acts, it threatens the
reproduction of the life-world. Because of changes and crises in social life,
communicative rationality is not something learned once and for all; it will often
have to be recontextualised and re-learnt.

Habermas’ concept of society is two-faced. Society is conceived not only in
terms of the life-world but also in terms of social systems. This is because the
organisation of social life is not only achieved through mutual understanding
between individuals. Many social processes are coordinated through standard-
ised media (such as money) and organised as systems. In developed Western
societies, the social systems have often come to dominate or undermine the
processes of rationalisation in the life-world. This is what Habermas calls the
‘colonisation of the life-world’ and it implies a systematic distortion of com-
municative learning.

As a contrast to the many concepts and complex arguments in the theory of
communicative action, it is worth noting Habermas’ more informal statements
about the mission of the work. For instance, he has said in an interview
(Habermas 1985: 202) that the work had been driven by the idea of giving
words to the possibility and the experience that people can live together in a
satisfactory balance between autonomy and dependency, without giving up the
cultural, social and economic differentiations made possible by modernity.

An example of Habermas’s approach is his discussion of the origins and
perspectives of the German model of the university as a unified institution for
research and teaching (Habermas 1987). This was worked out by idealist
philosophers like Wilhelm von Humboldt and Friedrich Schleiermacher in the
carly years of the nineteenth century. They emphasised the unity of research and
teaching; the process of constructing scientific discourse could not be separated
from the process of lecturing. And a central element in lecturing was discussion
with students, preferably in small groups which allowed an egalitarian form of
communication.

Thus, according to Habermas, the idea of the university within German
idealism implied a notion that the university as an autonomous microcosm
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could anticipate a society of free and equal individuals. There was a certain lack
of realism in this, and the gap between the idealist university idea and the ‘facts
of life’ in university and society became increasingly obvious over the years.
Academic credentials became a mechanism for establishing and demarcating
class in the form of a ‘Bildungsbiirgertum’, and the empirical sciences broke
away from the idealist foundations of scientific unity.

In modern society, most branches of science and higher education are
organised as large-scale systems, with a high degree of specialisation, closely
connected to the material reproduction of society. This leads Habermas to
question whether universities should in fact be understood as systems of
instrumental and strategic action, integrated with the larger systems of modern
society. However, he rejects this interpretation with reference to the fact that
the increasingly differentiated functions of research and study are still organised
within one institution: the university. The connection to a common life-world
has counteracted the institutional consequences of functional specialisation.

In Habermas’ opinion, the German university idea still has some truth in it.
Universities produce vocational skills and expert knowledge, but they also
produce political and moral arguments about the quality of individual and social
life. They do this not because they are rooted in a common ideal or set of goals,
but because scientific work and thinking is fundamentally communicative, and
this connects the learning processes in university settings with the life-world.

In sum, Habermas sees the development of rationality as a continuous
inter-subjective learning process. Participants improve their competence in
offering and responding to communicative acts, and at the same time confirm
their attachment to the same community. Through the system of language
communicative action is connected to the life-world, which it reproduces. This
reproduction is however threatened by an over-riding tendency of social systems
to colonise the life-world, leading to a systematic distortion of communicative
learning.

The theory of communicative action gives an important contribution to a
comprehensive concept of learning, especially perhaps to what Illeris calls the
interaction dimension and its links to the content dimension. Another contri-
bution from German social theory, especially linking the incentive and the
content dimension, is that of Oskar Negt.

Tuae CRITICAL POTENTIAL OF EXPERIENCE

The development of principles and practices of critical adult education, built on
the foundations of different types of critical social science or philosophy, has
been an ambition of many educationalists in recent decades (for an overview,
see Brookfield 2005, 2017). Since the start of his career in the 1960s, Negt has
continuously studied, theorised and commented on the trends and contradic-
tions of modern society, the problems confronting individuals in this society,
and the ways of learning to handle and transgress these problems. In contrast to
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Habermas, Negt has emphasised the role of work in modern society and made it
a core concept in his theory and his approach to learning and education.

Negt’s approach to work and its role in society can be seen as an attempt to
mediate between on the one hand classical Marxism, which pictured work as a
potentially positive force providing societies with wealth and individuals with
welfare, dignity and opportunities for self-realisation, and on the other hand the
critical theory of Adorno, Horkheimer and others, who pictured work as a main
area of alienation and instrumentality. The fundamental assumption in Negt’s
analysis is that all work builds on the basic human skill of self-regulation, and
that work is the continuous reshaping of this skill. Work processes produce not
only goods or services, but also needs and experiences. Within the context of
capitalist wage labour, only some of these needs and experiences may find
legitimate expression, others remain unexpressed and homeless.

Negt’s understanding of work is presented several works, including com-
prehensively in a massive and complex book written in collaboration with
Alexander Kluge (Kluge and Negt 2014, originally published 1981). Here they
argue that Marx developed a theory of the political economy of capital, but this
theory needs a counterpart, a theory of the political economy of labour power.
The book is an attempt to contribute to such a theory (see also Olesen 2013).
As mentioned above, Negt and Kluge link the human work potential to the
capacity for self-regulation, which they see as the ability to maintain relevant
actions and natural relationships in complex worlds of objects and men—worlds
which are many-sided and rich in relationships. On the basis of this very general
concept of work, they trace the historical forms and development of work in
capitalist society, especially in the German context. They point out that capi-
talism contains two different economies: one which looks like an automaton,
following e.g. the ‘laws’ of markets; and the connected, raw economy, which
does not adhere to such rules. Labour process results in two products, of which
capitalists and economists only see one. One product is the result of the
exchange of capitalist production and wage labour; the other originates in the
inner exchanges in labour itself, between the commodity of labour power and
human nature. Disciplined, instrumental work cannot take place without the
co-work of instinctual self-regulation. But this process is hidden in our culture;
the history of self-regulation is only visible through the history of its disruptions
(Kluge and Negt 2014: 125).

In later works, Negt has continued this line of argument, and related it to
contemporary issues. An important example of this is his analysis of the question
of a general shortening of work hours, which was a key demand of the German
trade unions in the 1980s (Negt 1984). In a section of this book, Negt con-
fronts Max Weber’s analysis of work and rationality. He maintains that Weber
made the error of seeing the development and social shaping of work too much
from the angle of the ‘iron cage’ and came to wonder if the human spirit could
survive at all in this environment. But in mature capitalism, things have turned
out to be different. When living labour is becoming completely consumed by
dead labour through processes of mechanisation and automation, the ‘iron
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cage’ loses its character of fate and it becomes possible to react towards it. At the
same time, work has not lost its place in the culture and values of modern
society; on the contrary, vocational activity is a central medium of social
recognition, of social contacts and the development of individual identity (Negt
1984: 43—44).

For Negt, the concept of work is closely related to the concept of experience.
The world of work is a predominant framework for experience in modern
societies, and the opportunities for active experience are also a criterion for
judging the quality of work. Negt interprets experience as a comprehensive
process of cognition, acquisition and transformation, through which humans
relate to the reality surrounding them. Experience is not just a question of
sensory cognition, but it is a process of interaction with the surrounding world.

Trade union education was a prominent theme in Negt’s early work. For
some years during the 60s, he was affiliated with the educational division of the
German metal workers union, which led him to formulate a thorough criticism
and revision of the principles of trade union education. This was presented in his
book ‘Sociological imagination and exemplary learning’ (Negt 1968). Here
Negt criticises the existing educational programmes for trade union officials and
activists, maintaining that they do not communicate knowledge of the practical
nature that had earlier characterised Marxist social theory, in which categories
like surplus value, capital and wage labour were scientifically based but also
political-practical concepts. Negt finds it typical of current trade union educa-
tion that theory and practice are separated. On the one hand, technical and
instrumental knowledge is taught in a number of subjects, like labour law and
business studies. The teaching of these subjects draws mainly on mainstream
social and technological sciences, which do not question the existing social
order, and knowledge is communicated in a formal and analytical language. On
the other hand, the programmes offer general political knowledge, for instance
about the history of the labour movement. This teaching tends to become
ideological with few consequences for practical trade union work. One result of
this problematic division of knowledge is that learning and motivation diffi-
culties are encountered in many of the courses.

Negt solution to these problems is that trade union education should draw
much more on the experience of workers. Everyday experience will be ripe with
contradictions. The main contradictions in a capitalist society are located in the
economy, but they will be echoed in all life areas. Negt uses Mills’ (1959)
concept of the sociological imagination to describe the ability to structure and
generalise collective experience; this must be an overriding goal of trade union
education. Curriculum and teaching must be designed to be exemplary; it is not
a question of transmitting a certain ‘sum’ of knowledge, but of choosing certain
topics and problems which are suited to the development of sociological
imagination. They must allow the linking of collective experience with scientific
(but critical) knowledge about modern capitalist society. Negt outlines how
teaching in areas like labour law or technological development may be reor-
ganised along these lines. He emphasises, however, that it is not the task of the
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curriculum or teachers to present the participants with ready-made solutions
and strategies. The learning process must be based on the situation of the
workers and their interpretation of it.

Negt developed the concept of experience-based exemplary adult education
carly in his career, before his major works on experience, public spaces, work
and culture. In subsequent contributions to educational theory, he kept the
basic principles, but gradually integrated them with his general work in social
theory. In a more recent contribution to the theory of adult education, Negt
restates the idea of exemplary learning (Negt 2010: 186-240). The basic
argument is still the same: learning has to build on the workers’ experience of
contradictions in work and other contexts, and these experiences can then be
explained with reference to systematic knowledge about present-day society.
Conversely, this means that general knowledge, as well of history as of eco-
nomics and politics, only gains educational value when it is made translatable
back in the horizon of workers’ own experience. In this contribution, Negt
focuses more on the competencies to be learned. He poses the question: ‘What
does a worker need to know, if he is to know what is happening in the current
situation of crisis, and what possibilities has he to improve his life conditions in
solidarity and cooperation with others?” Negt does not recommend a curricu-
lum in the form of given disciplines or theories; this would also be in discord
with his view of knowledge as dynamic and responsive to social change. Instead,
he indicates a number of key competencies that should be the general goals of
trade union education. Examples of these competencies are’Care in the han-
dling of people and things (ecological competence)’ and ‘the work of balancing
threatened and fragmented identities’. The first draws on the recognition of the
links between human action and the erosion of the natural environment but
integrates this in a more general approach—a caring and non-destructive
approach—to both material objects and people. The second refers to the fact
that stable identities today are the exception rather than the rule because of
social divisions and fragmentation, especially in the labour market and the world
of work.

In a contribution to the debate on the crisis of the EU, Negt has argued that
a more open and active European civil society is necessary if the EU is to
develop towards a real transnational democracy (Negt 2012). Democracy must
be founded ‘from below’, through processes of collective political learning
drawing on the experiences and the hopes of citizens; and the traditions of adult
education have much to offer for this work.

Ciritical adult education, as envisaged by Negt, is a learning space that allows
individuals (not least workers) in present-day society to develop their impres-
sions and thoughts from the world of work and other contexts into actual
experiences by connecting them to knowledge and critical concepts of the social
world. In this way, adult education can promote forms of culture and work that
honour the creative potential of human labour power.
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CONCLUSION

Given the fact that the concept of learning has tended to become ‘omnipresent’,
being used widely but with different meanings in educational research and
education policy discourse, it is understandable that critical objections to the
concept have come from different quarters in educational theory. Such critical
discussion is crucial to research communities and the quality of the knowledge
they produce. But some of the critical arguments construct impoverished ver-
sions of the concept of learning—for instance, seeing learning as modelled on
economic rationality—that have limited basis in social reality; and conversely
they construct idealised versions of the concept of education that neglect
important elements. The concept of Bildung is often mobilised in these argu-
ments, and it does in fact represent an important and inspiring ideal for edu-
cation and educational relations; but its meaning and its inventory of desirable
human characteristics is marked by its close historical links with the culture and
the educational institutions of social elites. This limits its potential for con-
ceptualising and guiding education and learning in contemporary societies.

Life in the modern world confronts people with opportunities, risks and
contradictions in many situations. To cope, to navigate risks and to seize
opportunities involves learning; and education can improve people’s ability to
learn and acquire relevant skills and knowledge. These are basic reasons for
adopting a comprehensive concept of learning, as presented for instance by
Illeris” model involving three dimensions, which are always present and combine
when learning occurs. A key aspect of this approach is that it places the learner
and his/her interests, background and potential at the centre of attention for
research, practice and policy.

I have tried to show that critical social theories, in this case the theories of
Habermas and Negt, can improve the understanding and conceptualisation
of what Illeris calls the interactive dimension of learning, the embedding of
learning persons in society and the co-production of knowledge, skills and social
communities. The presence of communicative rationality and collective expe-
rience indicates types of learning much different from the narrow economic
models.

Educationalists and educational institutions are still crucial to processes of
learning. Much experience in organising and supporting processes of learning
has been accumulated in educational institutions, and institutions in other areas
of social life (such as workplaces) have tended not to take responsibility for
learning in more than a very narrow sense. But educational institutions and
teachers will increasingly have to use their professional knowledge and experi-
ence in new and more versatile ways; in supporting learning in the context of
the whole life course, and in the interaction of schools, workplaces and other
sites, they are increasingly called on to not only teach, but also to supervise,
coach, plan, mediate and coordinate.
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Adult Education and the ‘Learning’ Turn

Terri Seddon

Abstract In the 1990s, the terms ‘adult education’ and ‘lifelong education’
began to be displaced by a novel discourse of ‘lifelong learning’. This learning
turn in education policy affirmed ‘learning as performance’ but also discounted
the established world of adult and lifelong self-development. In that moment,
the meanings of ‘adult education’, ‘lifelong learning’ and ‘lifelong education’
became unclear. But what is being entangled here and with what effects on
knowing and doing adult education? I use the concept of ‘analytic borderlands’
to understand change in global transitions and report on research that traced
the learning turn in Australian adult education through three different historical
contexts. Re-reading empirical case study research, I show how these historical
contexts intersected in ways that transformed publicly provided Technical and
Further Education (TAFE) into mixed economy Vocational Education and
Training (VET). I argue that these three concepts of ‘lifelong learning’, ‘adult
education’ and ‘lifelong education’ are historically specific forms of more gen-
eral political rationalities, institutionalised spaces and necessary utopias.

INTRODUCTION

Since the 1990s, the term ‘adult education’ has been displaced by a novel
discourse of ‘learning’ that prioritises learning as performance over the holistic
educational formation of a person. The codification of this learning turn pro-
duced discourses of ‘lifelong education’ and ‘lifelong learning’ that also refer-
enced a ‘learning society’, ‘knowledge economy’ and the ‘learning self’. The
effect of these learning discourses has produced a distinctive learning ethic:
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‘perpetual learning’. As Johanna Wyn (2009: 1) explains, this learning imper-
ative means ‘all stages of life require education and educating, and all areas of
life are learning opportunities’.

In this chapter, I ask why this learning turn occurred and with what effects on
adult education. I begin by reflecting on the history of adult education in
Australia and the shift towards a lifelong learning order that occurred in the
1990s. This example of educational change, I suggest, raises questions and
methodological complexities that justify an ‘entangled historical sociology of
education’. I then outline the concept of ‘analytic borderland’ and how I
approached entangled research through a re-disciplining strategy. I illustrate
this methodology by analysing ‘adult education’, ‘lifelong learning’ and ‘lifelong
education’ as intersecting cultural material trajectories that play through his-
torical contexts and their particular entanglements: places of contestation and
change that also define and limit the current re-spatialisation of education.
I conclude by offering definitions of the three terms and suggesting why they
are each significant in the politics of education reform.

FroMm ADULT EDUCATION TOWARDS A LIFELONG LEARNING ORDER

Adult education developed rapidly in Australia. The 1788 British settlement of
the new Southern colonies immediately confronted a skills shortage and skilled
labour was able to ‘extract a premium’ for their labour (Ryan 2014). The first
apprenticeships began in New South Wales in 1805 followed by a Mechanics
Institute in 1827 but, while technical education was a priority in this settler
society, there was also a strong liberal adult education tradition that encouraged
people towards holistic self-development (Goozee 1993). The constitutional
division of powers, when the six Australian colonies federated to form the
Commonwealth of Australia in 1901 meant adult education, recognised in
1974 as part of public education, became a responsibility of each State. This
“Technical and Further Education’ (TAFE) sector was organised through a
bureaucratic-professional institutional design, and with access Commonwealth
funding.

But in the 1990s, that historic model of technical and further adult education
turned towards ‘lifelong learning’. The space of adult education that had
developed alongside industrial capitalism and its associated struggles for citizen
rights and democratic politics was restructured as a training market and
re-cultured by affirming ‘learning’ rather than education. The State of Victoria
committed to five strategic directions for reform:

From TAFE to VET — the maturing of the vocational education and training
system, made up of a diverse range of providers which combine competitiveness
with cooperative action in meeting the demands of their clients;

From Supply to Demand Driven — emphasis on the needs of our clients and the
greater orientation of the system to a more client-focused culture based on
the relationships between providers and their clients. Improved responsiveness in
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the supply of vocational education and training will be driven by industry,
enterprise and student demand rather than past patterns of supply;

From Activity to Outcome — focus on performance, both in terms of efficiency and
effectiveness. Best practice will be the goal for all parts of the system and will
largely direct where resources flow in years to come;

From Quantity to Quality — our products and processes, in particular curriculum,
the skills of teaching staff, and accreditation and regulation are critical to the
ongoing relevance of the system. Continual improvement of these is integral to the
system’s success;

From Control to Devolved System — the strength of our system rests on the
responsiveness of providers to their clients. The relationship between individual
providers and enterprises and students will be a central focus of the system. This
can best be achieved through independent and accountable providers. The man-
agement relations of the system must facilitate this, not hinder it.

(State Training Board, Victoria 1994)

These strategic directions for reform mark a significant moment of educational
change in the remaking of TAFE as VET. I reference Australia in this chapter
but parallel patterns of change also occurred in other places around the world.
But why did this learning turn occur and with what effects on adult education?

Undevstanding Educational Change

Answering this question is methodologically complex because training reform
re-spatialises education in ways that destabilise established terminologies and
meanings that define the object of study. As the editors of this Handbook note,

Adult education, lifelong education and lifelong learning are entangled activities
that have differentially captured academic, political and practical attention over
time and space. As a result, time and again scholarly work ... refers to these
activities as either synonyms or distinctive. This frequently results in intangible
conceptual tensions ... which affect the very object of scientific enquiry, and its
investigation. (Holford et al. 2015)

When the key terms in a field of research cannot be specified with any certainty,
the possibility of research is compromised because there is no basis for agreement
on what is being studied or how it can be known. This problem is not specific to
educational research but is a feature of contemporary debates across the social
sciences. The challenge for researchers is to define concepts and methodologies
that can grasp the current period of history as a ‘liquid modernity’ (Bauman
2000). This means developing concepts that can cut through the effects of
economic and cultural globalisation and proliferating transcultural engagements
that remake, re-spatialise and rescale established patterns of social organisation
and political ordering that were historically premised on nation states.
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In my research, I puzzle over these issues. I am investigating how
twentieth-century public education is moving towards a lifelong learning order
with effects that, in the early twenty-first century, create an unstable condition of
‘liquid learning’. But the project proved difficult because I found myself sliding
between discourses as I tried to pin down the object of study and the intersecting
effects of policy, practice and politics. To address these issues, I found the
‘re-disciplining’ of research to be a key step (Bonnell and Hunt 1999).

I approached this melting and morphing of adult education from the vantage
point of comparative historical sociology, building on Bauman’s historical move
and using a time dimension to review my detailed empirical research on
Australian adult education. This methodological strategy offered insights into
the sociological processes that were un-making and remaking education in
Australia but without being locked into either the discourses of public educa-
tion or lifelong learning. Introducing the time dimension made it possible to
trace cultural mediations between social context and social action. Using
qualitative research longitudinally made it possible to link big picture social and
educational change and ‘detailed zexzures of social life—the subjective meanings
and active crafting of social relationships, cultural practices and personal iden-
tities and pathways’ (Neale and Flowerdew 2003: 192, emphasis included).

The discipline of history is helpful because the time dimension defines the
relation between history and historiography as a methodological choice about the
boundaries of inquiry. Historical writing is premised on a methodological rupture
between what is past, which is dead and gone, and the present, where the process
of producing historical writing occurs. This intellectual movement between past
and present creates a space for inquiry, which is filled by ‘recapitulating the past as
a form of knowledge’ (de Certeau 1988: 5). Research develops as the researcher
is recruited into a particular place, takes up analytical procedures and engages in
inquiry. The process of writing is the intellectual, scientific, work that produces
knowledge as a text and embodies the research narrative triangulated between
‘place, procedure and text’ (Spiegel 2007: 6).

The idea of ‘historical entanglement’ provides a point of departure when
making decisions about these methodological choices by also spatialising time
and social relations as historical contexts. As Burson (2013: 3) explains,

The notion of historical entanglement is the manner in which an “object” of
historical study (for example, a concept, discourse, or identity) is constituted at the
meeting point or intercrossing among various historical contexts as opposed to its
being considered in only one isolated discursive context. Entanglement may be
considered to operate on at least three levels: multicultural entanglement (the
intercrossing of synchronous cultures); transdiscursive entanglements (the inter-
crossing of theological, scientific or ethico-political debates, for example); and
diachronic entanglement (the arguably inevitable way in which scholarly analysis
interjects itself into, and alters, the past by the very process of attending to the first
and second entanglements).
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The historical entangling of space, time, social relations, institutional and dis-
cursive practices, and their materialisation as agency and effects complicate
research on contemporary educational change. But once the principle of
entanglement is recognised, it becomes possible to delineate the tangles that
will be addressed in a particular project. Codifying the entangling dimensions
provides an entry point to more detailed sociologies of locality where macro—
micro relations can be interrogated. I approach this multi-contextual research
through the study of specific ‘analytic borderlands’. From this perspective, it is
possible to identify three distinct historical contexts that each locate
socio-material trajectories and intersect in ways that constitute the learning turn.

ANALYTIC BORDERLANDS

The idea of ‘analytic borderlands’ gives historical sociology a tangible focus
relative to space, time and social relations. It is a concept that pushes back
against the idea of globalisation as an ever-increasing fluidity or borderless space
which, in education, sits behind the learning turn and its ethic of perpetual
learning. Instead, the borderland reveals ‘place’ as an intersection; not essen-
tialised relative to a particular system of representation (e.g. presuming educa-
tion to be intrinsically national, or for children) but, rather, as an analytic
moment tensioned between two or more systems of representation, such as
global-national discursive orders.

Seeing the borderland in terms of an intersection means it is possible to hold
open the border for purposes of analysis, rather than letting the border collapse
into itself as a single dividing line. Treating the border as a borderspace or
boundary zone cuts through the assertion of a single narrative about lifelong
learning and re-surfaces discursively constructed silences and absences. As
Sassen (2003: 169) argues,

. analytic moments when two systems of representation intersect ... are easily
experienced as spaces of silence, of absence. One challenge is to see what happens
in those spaces, what operations (analytic, of power, of meaning) take place there
... these spaces of intersection [are] what I have called analytic borderlands. Why
borderlands? Because they are spaces that are constituted in terms of discontinu-
ities; in them discontinuities are given a terrain rather than reduced to a dividing
line.

Sassen (2003: 169, 2007) explains that giving discontinuities a terrain shows
how intersections pivot on tangible ‘circuits for the distribution and installation
of economic operations’. These circuits are made up of a wide range of workers,
activities, cultural understandings and authority relations that sometimes seem
to occupy centre stage and, other times, simply disappear with the narrative of
globalisation. In a similar way, the narrative of lifelong learning centres atten-
tion on the ‘learner’ while simultaneously occluding the ‘teacher’ or treating
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teachers as mere infrastructure: delivery mechanisms with more or less quality,
efficiency and necessity.

Focusing on the discontinuities in borderlands offers researchers a means of
stepping outside narrow mainstream definitions and hegemonic portrayals of
‘the” economy or education. It makes it possible to see how visible and invisible
circuits of labour that install economic or educational activity contribute to the
making and remaking of a particular place, such as the educational space-time of
1990s reform when TAFE was remade as VET. These processes of socio-material
formation constitute contexts as platforms for action that also make futures.

Researching Contexts

My interest in contexts began when I came to Australia. As a newcomer facing
an unfamiliar context, I turned to history and sociology focused by theories of
the state to understand Australian education. This line of inquiry into the
relation between past, present and future led me towards studies of context that,
in the 1980s, were tensioned between structuralism and culturalism (Seddon
1986, 1993). According to structuralist Marxism, social contexts determined
social action in ways that were mediated by class location but this analytical
frame also created insider—outsider methodological problems: how you could
know different sociologies if you were just an outsider who could read structures
or just an insider who read interactions.

Through the 1980s, these two sociologies (Dawe 1970) were turned
through cultural and historical research. Cultural sociology examined how social
relations were mediated through cultural practices (Sapiro 2011). The idea of a
text—context relation was interrogated by scholars such as Lukics as a form of
text analysis anchored in collective consciousness or social networks. Political
sociology focused on the study of social conditions that showed how specifically
articulated institutional-individual forms mediated governing practices through
the production, distribution, circulation and reception of cultural products
(Gramsci 1971). These debates surfaced the cultural politics of education and
their deep embedding within social and political orders (Bourdieu 1998).

Systematising these analyses revealed the spatialising effects of social organ-
isation and how spaces of reproduction and possibility emerged within social
fields. For example, Raymond Williams (1965: 145) troubled the notion of
education as a simple context for students’ learning and teachers’ work. He
questioned the idea of ‘education’ as ‘a fixed abstraction, a settled body of
teaching and learning ... as if the only problem it presents ... is that of distri-
bution’. Instead, he argued that education was an effect of conscious and
unconscious choices about ‘organisation’ and ‘content’ that constituted edu-
cation as an institutionalised space that realised ‘an active shaping to particular
social ends’. Education acts as a ‘context’ for learning because that space
entangles organisation and content, the ‘particular selection from culture’, in
ways that are designed as means to ends, where the end is making identities that
materialise futures.
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Historical sociology extends and grounds this contextual perspective on
social action as a way of understanding change. Re-reading social and cultural
trajectories through the temporal dimension in human affairs shows how action
unfolds on the basis of antecedent civilizational complexes: those ‘forms of
society, culture, polity, religion and economy that ordinarily envelop human
beings throughout their lives’ (Mandalios 2003: 65). This social and cultural
infrastructure means that all action occurrs in a ‘context’™ a particular social
‘milieu, institutional matrix and medium of meaning’ (Seddon 1993: 6).
History is therefore made and remade as an effect of ‘what people do in the
present as a struggle to create a future out of the past, of seeing that the past is
not just the womb of the present but the only raw material out of which the
present can be constructed’ (Abrams 1982: §).

This sociology of becoming recognises that people make history but in dif-
ferent circumstances, from different positionings, and through different net-
works and narrativity. Struggles to make futures unfold through a space-time as
individuals, networks and collectivities engage in bordering and ordering their
social spaces and their temporalities. This unfolding makes worlds as humans
express gregariousness that takes on ‘various colourations according to time,
space, symbolism, corporeality, affect structures and long-term social learning
processes’ (Mandalios 2003: 65).

The challenge in these diverse processes of making spaces for living and
expression lies in coordination and cooperation. To address these challenges,
societies of all types and scales generate forms of state and develop particular
practices of governing. This means every social order also generates its own
political order: a social organisation of knowledge and authority that sediments
explicit institutional rules and social conventions. These arrangements frame the
exercise of coercive, discursive and enabling forms of power (Allen 2003).

Spaces of Governing

I approach analytic borderlands through these practices of governing that col-
our everyday patterns of coordination and cooperation. From this perspective, a
‘context’ is a space of governing: a unit of reference that establishes a structural
frame within which action and subjective experience unfolds. Practices of
governing border and order spaces, making specifically spatialised identities—
entities, relationships and cultures (Massey 2005)—as effects of symbolic and
social boundary work.

Symbolic boundaries are conceptual distinctions made by social actors to cate-
gorize people, practice, and even time and space. They are tools by which indi-
viduals and groups struggle over and come to agree upon definitions of reality...
Social boundaries are objectified forms of social difference manifested in unequal
access to and unequal distribution of resources (material and non-material) and
social opportunities. (Lamont and Molnar 2002: 168)
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I use three motifs to elaborate this analytical framework:

Space is velational because it is made through the effects of boundary politics
that are anchored by specific material conditions and social relations of
domination-subordination. In this respect, a ‘relation’ is a relation of power that
systematically frames and forms historical contexts, social organisation and
subjectivities; it is not just interactional processes that play through relationships
between people. The idea of a “class relation’ or ‘gender relation’ is an analytical
concept that rests on a methodological choice to reference specifically spatialised
historical phenomena that bind disparate and seemingly disconnected events
together. In this way, class and gender are not ‘structures’, nor ‘categories’ but
something that becomes visible and happens in human relationships.

We cannot have love without lovers, nor deference without squires and labourers.
And class happens when some men, as a result of common experiences (inherited
or shared), feel and articulate the identity of their interests between themselves,
and against other men whose interests are different from (and usually opposed) to
theirs. (Thompson 1963: 9)

Social space is made through the practical mediation of worlds constructed
through representations and the materialities of ‘real space’ (Lefebvre 1991). This
interspace is lived intellectually and practically through a trialectics of space that is
tensioned between the space of representations; our perceptions of material
space; and lived space that is experienced, felt, and known subjectively and
affectively. Massey (2005: 9) summarises her case for space in three propositions.
First, space is ‘the product of interrelations’ and is constituted through interac-
tions, ‘from the immensity of the global to the intimately tiny’. Second, seeing
space relationally means recognising many forms of interaction, multiple voices,
logics and directions. Spaces therefore locate ‘multiplicity in the sense of con-
temporaneous plurality’, ‘co-existing heterogeneity’ and ‘distinct trajectories’.
Finally, space is always under construction. ‘Without space, no multiplicity;
without multiplicity, no space ... Multiplicity and space as co-constitutive’.

An analytic borderland is the entangled ‘sum of the stories-so-far’ (Massey
2005: 9) and ‘place’ is the specific space-time or lived moment where those
stories intersect, are contested and contribute to making futures.

Socialities are globalising as historic human relationships embedded in
industrial societies melt and morph with effects on social and symbolic borders
and orders. Bauman captures this ‘seemingly “zovel” phase in the “history of
modernity”” by referencing the industrial revolution as a means of under-
standing how this ‘liquid modernity’ differs from the antecedent ‘solid
modernity’. He argues that the solids now melting are:

the bonds which interlock individual choices in collective projects and actions - the
patterns of communication and co-ordination between individually conducted life
policies on the one hand and political actions of human collectivities on the other’.
(Bauman 2000: 6)
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These eftects of globalisation reveal national borders as a privileged classificatory
system; it defined the space of governing and the infrastructure for imagining
within solid modernity. These logics of bordering and ordering produce nation
states with their particular ‘border regime’ that presumed a certain national
knowledge culture and ordering of authority. As these national borders melt and
become differently permeable, ruptures and new imaginaries appear. Novel forms
of bordering and new kinds of spaces materialise and are now both physical and
digitised, as well as spaces in-between (Sassen 2007).

These shifting spatialities and differentially permeable border regimes
become aligned in various ways with global webs of borders, which exist
alongside national border regimes. Each bordering locates particular forms of
authority. Public authority was organised through national state—citizen rela-
tions, while forms of supra- and sub-national ‘private’ authority materialised as
firms, families, faiths, policy-research networks and social movements. Now
these shifting spatialities are de-nationalising national territories, re-culturing
national social spaces and dis-embedding national border regimes from their
historic national networks of interest, mindsets and the institutional carapace
that defined particular nation states.

Geographies of narvativity arise with social spaces and their practices of
governing. The historic encaging of peoples through the formation of nation
states produced particular social organisation (Brenner 1999) and national
knowledge cultures and forms of reasoning (Somers 2008). These geographies
manifested through the multiplicity of ‘stories-so-far’ that were prompted by
the bordering and ordering effects of prevailing geometries of power (Massey
2005). National stories rested on particular territorial bordering and ordering of
narrativity. These narratives realised and materialised social epistemologies:
them—us relations and processes of storying that took tangible form with the
construction of ‘constellations of relationships (connected parts) embedded in
time and space, constituted by causal emplotment’ (Somers 1994: 616). The
effects of this distinctive kind of cultural-political work” is how:

. we come to know, understand, and make sense of the social world, and it is
through narratives and narrativity that we constitute our social identities ...
whether [or not] we are social scientists or subjects of historical research, but that
all of us come to &e who we are (however ephemeral, multiple, and changing) by
being located or locating ourselves (usually unconsciously) in social narratives
ravely of our own making. (Somers 1994: 606)

Somers (1994) identifies four types of narrativity that congeal to create
geographies of narrativity. Framed by specific space-times, individuals produce
‘ontological narratives’ as they become individuated identities. ‘Public narratives’
emerge as collective entities (e.g. Nations, organizations, inter-subjective net-
works) which construct themselves by storying and claiming their knowledge
and practice. ‘Metanarratives’ are produced indirectly, rather than directly, as
ontological, public and conceptual narratives circulate through and are
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appropriated into another ‘de-narrativised’ forms. De-narrativisation occurs
when a narrative is disconnected from the terms and conditions of its formation.
Popularised for everyday use, the metanarrative can become a master narrative:
governing ‘truths’ that regulate the ‘conduct of conduct’ (Dean and Hindess
1998).

A conceptual narrative differs from the other three types because it uses
abstraction and invokes explanatory schema to generate concepts and vocabu-
laries. Knowledge building processes are disciplined by epistemic communities,
their procedures and rules of evidence. These networks are a type of ‘private
authority’, where knowledge-authority orders become integral to forms of state.
This is because their forms of narrativity devise vocabularies that ‘reconstruct
and plot over time and space the ontological narratives and relationships of
historical actors, the public and cultural narratives that inform their lives, and
the crucial intersection of these narratives with the other relevant social forces’
(Somers 1994: 620). Conceptual narrativity informs, sustains and also renews
spaces of governing. It is central to the politics of knowledge that currently
tension analytic borderlands.

ReMAKING TAFE as VET

Investigating educational boundary politics is a way to understand the shifting
practices of governing that are remaking twenty-first-century education
(Seddon, forthcoming). I have approached this longitudinal qualitative research
project by focusing on the 1990s as a decade of major educational reform in
Australia and reflectively reviewing my empirical research to understand changes
in adult education policy and practice. This research design means I approach
educational spaces as analytic borderlands and, examine how places are ten-
sioned and transformed by the relation between global and national policy—
practice trajectories. I focus this work by examining teachers’ work and, to echo
Sassen, how circuits for the distribution and installation of educational opera-
tions are being re-bordered and reordered through these analytic borderlands
where people struggle remake practices of governing, work and learning in ways
that secure futures.

I grasp the analytic borderland of TAFE-VET by analysing ‘hotspots of
change’ in the global-national reform trajectory (Diirrschmidt and Taylor
2007). This methodology provides ‘boreholes’ that offer insights into different
historical contexts that entangle established spaces and places of adult educa-
tion. I illustrate this approach in the next section by re-reading detailed
empirical case studies that show how the policy-research space of governing was
remade through the discourse of ‘lifelong learning’ and the space of ‘adult
education’ in Australia, with effects on the TAFE-VET borderspace, which I
illustrate with reference to Streeton Institute of TAFE in Melbourne. Analysing
these synchronic entanglements separately and also together in the light of their
diachronic effects reveals how boundary politics have effects on the remaking of
TAFE as VET.
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T'use Burson’s codification of entanglements to organise this analysis. First, the
trajectory of transdiscursive entanglements produce the novel idea of ‘learning as
performance’ that justifies the institutional redesign of adult education and drives
change through processes of problematisation and policy learning. Multicultural
entanglements shape how this reform agenda recontextualised the space of adult
education and affirmed ‘learning’ as competent performance that referenced
employment more than self-development. These contextual narratives recon-
struct discursive surfaces and platforms for action with effects on adult educators,
their visions of ‘lifelong education’ and their scope for bounded autonomy.
Tracing the diachronic entanglements that played between these terms and
conditions reveals novel spaces and places that textured the remaking of TAFE as
VET through its institutional arrangements, vocabularies and meanings. Given
constraints of word length I limit historical detail in order to foreground the
relation between synchronic and diachronic entanglements.

‘LIFELONG LEARNING’: TRANSDISCURSIVE ENTANGLEMENTS

The discourse of ‘lifelong learning’ prioritises ‘learning’ over historic national
discourses of ‘education’ and secures it as governing knowledge in debates
about social change. This transdiscursive entanglement unfolded as social sci-
entists developed conceptual narratives to account for societal trends. For
example, Donald Schon (1971) advocated reflexive learning to address the ‘end
of the stable state’. Robert Hutchins (1970) argued for university education
that would not prepare people for fixed social orders but encourage more
flexible learning processes. This discourse became ‘governing knowledge’
(Fenwick et al. 2014) as global policy agencies and governments picked up
these ideas to imagine twenty-first-century learning as The Treasure Within
(Delors 1996).

The discourse of ‘learning’ anchors this transdiscursive entanglement. The
Delors Report, published by UNESCO, conceptualised ‘lifelong education’ as a
‘necessary utopia’ anchored by four pillars—learning to live together, learning
to know, learning to do and learning to be. As the authors explained:

In confronting the many challenges that the future holds in store, humankind sees
in education an indispensable asset in its attempt to attain the ideals of peace,
freedom and social justice. As it concludes its work, the Commission affirms its
belief that education has a fundamental role to play in personal and social devel-
opment. The Commission does not see education as a miracle cure or a magic
formula opening the door to a world in which all ideals will be attained, but as one
of the principal means available to foster a deeper and more harmonious form of
human development and thereby to reduce poverty, exclusion, ignorance,
oppression and war. (Delors 1998: 11)

But this learning turn became ‘the learning turn’ as humanist narratives were
recontextualised through economic discourses that referenced the global
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knowledge economy. These conceptual narratives positioned learning as an
economic resource in a re-narrated economic history of the world. For example,
an OECD conference on the Knowledge Economy spoke past compartmen-
talised national histories of firms and forms of education and instead presented
‘learning’ as the motor of change. The performance of learning was the fun-
damental ‘spiral movement, where tacit is transformed into codified knowledge,
followed by a movement back to practice’ (Foray and Lundvall 1996: 22). This
knowledge production realised innovation when ‘learning’ went hand in hand
with ‘forgetting’: the ‘crucial and necessary element in the process of creative
destruction. Unless we can forget the old ways of doing things, new procedures
will be blocked’ (Foray and Lundvall 1996: 19).

Travelling Ideas

Codified ideas like ‘learning’ travel easily, being taken up by different epistemic
communities and spread across national borders. But travelling also fuels con-
ceptual and political debates. Recontextualising education as ‘learning’ shifts
definitions of the ‘actor’, institutional rules that define a ‘context’, and how
those rules create positive and negative sanctions to steer change. Rational actor
theory assumes individuals are motivated by self-interest and choose courses of
action that benefit them in terms of their desires for economic gain (e.g. money,
goods, the enjoyment of services) or social acceptance (e.g. status, regard,
affection, gratitude) (Pettit 1996). By contrast, other social and political theo-
ries saw individuals as institutionally grounded and culturally embedded social
actors. Their action is not only a consequence of rational choices but also
dialogue around historical traditions, loyalties, norms and values that enable the
formation of collectives in organised social life (Granovetter 1983).

These policy-research debates introduce two novel ideas: first, ‘competence’
or the tangible effect of ‘learning’ as performance; and second, the possibility of
reimagining rational institutional design (Kuhn 2007). These debates between
old and new institutionalisms tensioned different understandings of neoliber-
alism as a political rationality that governs the relation between state and
market. These debates unfolded through specific geographies of narrativity. As
Lundvall (2010) argues, the individualism of Anglo-American market theorists
overlooks the significance of institutions and institutional embeddedness.
Market individualism presumes a neoliberal political rationality that subordi-
nates states to individual market choice, while European neoliberalism pursues
the idea of a socially embedded but governable social market (Lemke 2001).

The translation of these travelling ideas into implementation processes unfold
through but also differentially entangle Anglosphere and Eurosphere geographies
of governing. This has produced three alternative logics of institutional redesign:

Designed markets: Market design orders education using two questions: the
supply question, ‘who should deliver training and how’; and the demand
question, ‘who should buy training, and why’ (Cooney 2008). These questions
apply to market design irrespective of what is traded and simplify design
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processes by making rational actor assumptions about the way buyers and sellers
behave. The challenge in market design is to establish ‘rules of the game’ that
establish incentives and sanctions, and account for risk in ways that can secure
coordination and cooperation (Karmel et al. 2009).

Networks and governance: Market design encourages contracts that dictate
precise terms and efficiencies that favour simple products, but contractualism is
limited by complex problems (Considine et al. 2009). Recognising institutional
embeddedness shows how institutional redesign is secured through networks,
trusted social ties and social capital (Putnam 1993). Organised partnerships
permit coordination but depend on cooperation. They offer ‘democratic
anchoring’ but also unpredictable effects because, without privileged authority,
cooperation depends on networking multiple voices, considerable cultural
diversity and a variety of decision-making centres (Rhodes 1996).

Knowledge-based requintion: Governance frameworks designed to manage
complex networks can address limits of market coordination and unpredictable
networks (Kickert et al. 1997). This ‘post-bureaucratic’ design logic secures
coordination and cooperation not through command, but agreements where
trust and legitimacy are negotiated through open and transparent information
exchanges between stakeholders (Maroy 2012). The design of the governance
framework materialises knowledge-based regulatory instruments—targets,
standards and evidence—and steer work and learning towards specified service,
process, and governance outcomes (Considine et al. 2009). This exercise of
‘soft power’ constitutes actionable spaces but also bounds participant’s auton-
omy within their predefined parameters (Lawn 2000).

These transdiscursive entanglements unfold as policymakers turn problems
towards actionable solutions but they also diversify as ideas travel across dif-
ferent geographies of policy translation.

‘ADULT EDUCATION’: MULTICULTURAL ENTANGLEMENTS

The trajectory of adult education shifts from TAFE to VET as transdiscursive
entanglements materialise through governing knowledge, reform agenda and
institutional change. But governmental discourses come up against multicul-
tural entanglements as different networks deploy epistemic and experiential
vocabularies to secure their political interests. ‘Lifelong learning” became the
global-national form of governing knowledge, but these travelling ideas were
debated, translated and dispersed by distinct networks anchored in technical
education and more feminised further education that occupied the Australian
space of adult education and its state—federal politics.

The development of TAFE as a space-time fixed, resourced and cultured a
boundary zone tensioned between education and work. Its institutional man-
date targeted education and training for younger and older adults who had left
school but did not attend universities. It combined manpower planning for
economic development and an educational and social approach, which focused
on people as individuals, their development with reference to job opportunities,
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and how education enabled them to earn a livelihood (Fleming 1994: 50). This
vision of ‘learning to be’ through practice underpinned TAFE territory and its
imagined form of ‘lifelong education’. But in the 1980s, Australia looked to
Europe for solutions to global transitions that limited social democratic
government.

Remaking Educational Knowledge

Facing free market Thatcherism, Reaganism and conservative Australia, the
Labor Commonwealth government (1983-1996) negotiated an Accord
between governments, industry and unions. This corporatist move involved
union and industry in a fact-finding mission to Western Europe that examined
how medium-sized vulnerable economies were dealing with the pressures of
globalising economies. Supported by Trade Minister John Dawkins, the
Commonwealth committed to Australia Reconstructed (ACTU/TDC 1987): a
consensus-based approach to economic reform, with education implicated
through active labour market policies and wages policy.

The National Training Reform Agenda in Australia translated ‘lifelong
learning’ into actionable effects through the idea of ‘learning’ as competence.
The Deveson Review (1990: 89) into the costs of training defined ‘competence’
as ‘the ability to perform the activities within an occupation or function to the
standard expected in employment’. The element of competence ‘describes what
can be done: action, behaviour or outcome, which a person should be able to
demonstrate’. The unit of competence is the bundle of elements that ‘make
sense to and are valued by employees and employers’. The effect of these def-
initions was to position ‘skill’, the ‘ability to perform a task’, as pivotal in a social
democratic politics focused on economic development that also aimed to secure
a social safety net.

This cultural-material nexus between education and training, and industry,
wages and social reform made the redesign of education thinkable, but also
challenged established Australian mindsets. It was tackled through activist
government that moved towards a form of network governance through a novel
‘national space’ of education policy (Rizvi and Lingard 2010).

Remaking Educational Governance

This trajectory of institutional redesign has the effect of linking economic and
educational reform through governing knowledge. The idea of ‘competence’,
subsequently ‘learning outcomes’, normalised institutional practices,
re-cultured common sense and remade spaces of education. The reform agenda
was implemented through knowledge-based regulatory technologies (e.g.
Australian Qualifications Framework; Australian and New Zealand Standard
Classifications of Occupations; and international benchmarking via the Program
for International Assessment).
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Australia was not just a policy borrower. ‘Learning’ became governing
knowledge through transdiscursive entanglements that were compounded by
mobilities and flows across national borders. One ‘indigenous foreigner’
(Popkewitz 2000: 10), symbolically bridging and normalising global-national
entanglements, was Labor Minister John Dawkins. He is identified as a ‘major
policy entrepreneur’, participating as the Trade Minister in the OECD’s 1984
Competence and cooperation conference and sponsoring the mission that pro-
duced Awustralin Reconstructed as a blueprint for reform (Ryan 2014: 8). As the
Education Minister (1987-1991), Dawkins’ global-national entanglements
facilitated the generalisation of ‘learning’ across all sectors of Australian edu-
cation and training (Dawkins 1988a, b).

But recontextualising educational space with reference to the global
knowledge economy rather than nation states intensifies struggles over imple-
mentation of reform. The Commonwealth worked towards a national gover-
nance framework through contentious negotiations between industry, unions
and state—federal government networks, which thrust government agencies into
unfamiliar intergovernmental spaces. Faced with state—federal and industry—
education conflicts, states fiercely defended their education systems despite
pressures for institutional redesign. A competency-based approach was for-
malised, along with proposals for participation targets and key competencies,
but a 1992 proposal for federal take-over of the TAFE sector failed. Where ‘the
Commonwealth pictured its proposal as a technical efficiency enhancement, ...
state ministers invoked states’ rights and spoke of “East German style central
planning” (Ryan 2014: 12).

Multicultural entanglements undid the implementation of transdiscursive
global-national governing knowledge. Negotiated resolutions meant educational
concerns were relayed through state governments within a model of ‘executive
federalism’ (Ryan 2014). But each state translated these educational concerns in
the light of their own problems in navigating global transitions, and established
histories and educational cultures, in which party political alignments were sig-
nificant. This incomplete governance framework meant TAFE became VET
because of pragmatic State and Territory politics, federal funding regimes and
‘improvement logics’ mainly focused on lifelong economic roles and responsi-
bilities, rather than lifelong long political duties and entitlements (Wyn 2009).

‘LIFELONG EDUCATION’: DIACHRONIC ENTANGLEMENTS

The trajectory towards lifelong learning and its incomplete institutionalisation as a
governance framework produces an unfinished transition, unstable historical
contexts and persistent pragmatic politics. But these transdiscursive and multi-
cultural entanglements also diversified politics as lifelong learning reforms were
relayed and re-imagined by individuals and organisations, such as TAFE
Institutes, across Australia. In the State of Victoria, executive federalism combined
with an activist Liberal-National (i.e. Conservative) Government (1992-1999),
creating governing knowledge that drove market reform in the TAFE sector.
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At Streeton Institute of TAFE in metropolitan Melbourne, Director Barry
Klein faced decentralisation and public sector reform, and intensified demands
for competitive market reform and industry responsiveness. Barry addressed
government demands for annual productivity gains by pursuing an aggressively
entreprencurial approach. He adjusted TAFE’s way of doing business by
extending the market design imposed by government to Streeton’s internal
organisation. It avoided ‘12 staff out the door tomorrow’ by

... empowering the people to do the job ... what it actually means in real life is that
we have a contract with each of the departments and divisions in this place to
deliver numbers of student contact hours which the government fund. We also
allow them to do any business they like in the way of utilising their resources and
they keep the profit out of that business. ... It’s been successful to the point that
each one of the divisions cuts each other’s throat to survive.

Disturbing Wovk

But this market vision challenges the TAFE imaginary of lifelong education and,
at Streeton, ‘learning to be” became a force for collective action. Identity politics
coalesced through networks shaped by historic technical and adult education
traditions, TAFE staf’s own work biographies and as staff learned-through-
working to make sense of their workplace, its hierarchies and attitudes to the
emerging entrepreneurial culture.

Commercialisation meant changing roles. Harry Urghart, associate director
of Engineering, recalled that heads of department used to teach and manage,
but the restructure stripped teacherly connections from managerial roles. Harry
experienced increased pay, administrative support and status, but Geoff Ingham
lost status as a humanities teacher when the humanities department closed.
Harry supported Streeton’s new directions, but Geoff was scathing about the
entrepreneurial culture:

... ‘we’re not here because we want to be salespeople. We’re here because many of
us want to be Teachers. Now you’re asking us to become commercial, to look at
the cost-benefits and all that sort of thing - to balance the sheets, and that’s not
what we’re here for, that’s not where our mentality lies.

Them-—us divisions intensified with market-based redesign and staff read change
in the light of their own industry and educational identifications. John Munro
worked with a private engineering firm and public research organisation before
joining Streeton, but could see how managers and teachers understandings of
their work differed.

According to [managers], teachers are a pack of work-shy no-hopers that couldn’t
hold down a job in industry. Look, I’ve had it said to me by the director ... at the
time, I was running myself ragged at the weekend [and] couldn’t have coped with
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any more industry work ... but that is their perception of us ... they’re always
using that word, ‘teacher culture’ but, to my mind, there is a teacher culture and
[it] is professional. We’re here to give education, not training; education to kids,
or adults.

Gender divisions institutionalised in TAFE through the 1974 reforms had pro-
pelled technical education identities into management, consolidating an
influential network. Barry Klein’s entrepreneurial culture meant both engineering
and art had excess teaching capacity. But the restructure supported Engineering
to extend fee-for-service and international work, while permanent art staff faced
redundancies. Ursula Norris in Art joked: ‘There’s an engineer. We’ll slot him in
here. There’s an artist—Oh look, no slot! Right. Cut the funding!”

Re-imagining Knowledge-Based Regulation

Networks at Streeton created workplace divisions and decentralised centres of
power. But the governance framework rested on governing knowledge defined
by the competitive market structure and management hierarchy. This historical
context meant staff experienced different patterns of bounded autonomy and
limited institutional cooperation necessary for effective coordination of the
Streeton space and its educational operations.

However, this governance context also unlocked existing relationships and
organisation and, through knowledge-based regulatory tools, made novel cul-
tural resources available. Where them—-us divisions troubled the legitimacy of
teacher and manager networks, some departments found ways of materialising
these emergent terms and conditions as workplace innovations. For example,
Lisa Gordon, in hairdressing, was enthusiastic because her department had
abandoned traditional classrooms and renovated the space as a model salon.

We want it to be like industry. We don’t want this insular little classroom where
you have twelve little students all doing twelve little things all at the same time.
That’s not what they’re doing on a salon floor. This classroom is as close to a salon
as we can humanly get. It’s got the noise. It’s got the activity. It’s got the
multi-activity as far as different services going on.

It was funding cuts and reduced staff that prompted innovation in the animal
care department. With only three permanent teachers left, most teaching was by
sessional staft who also worked in the animal care industry. They had little
experience of pedagogy but brought up-to-date industry experience into the
department. Jim Stevens, the assistant head of department, used these epistemic
and experiential resources to navigate the restructure as ‘an educator ... not an
external statistician’. Staff shared educational expertise by computerising
teaching resources and assessment strategies, and turned industry expertise to
their advantage: opening up pedagogical discussions with sessional staff and
identifying opportunities to build relationships with the wider industry.
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In this way, Streeton’s restructure provided an infrastructure for re-imagining
lifelong education that reconciled educational and entrepreneurial ethics.
A teacher noted, the department

... has become a business ... to survive you have to [provide] education to the
client who, from a policy point of view, is industry, but from the educator’s point
of view is the people that come in here on a daily basis. I think it’s wrestling with
that - trying to keep industry happy but making sure that we treat our customers
not as customers or as clients, but ... in a broad sort of educational perspective.
I mean, we really do see them as people and, sure, we have to justify our existence
under policy, but they are still people with problems, people with issues, and, from
and educational perspective, that’s just as important as meeting the demands of
industry. (Emphasis included)

ToOWARDS SUSTAINABLE LIFELONG EDUCATION

In this chapter, I suggest ‘adult education’, ‘lifelong learning’ and ‘lifelong
education’ each represents a cultural-material trajectory within the larger pol-
itics of social change. These trajectories all occupy space and time, unfolding
through relational spaces where networks, forms of reasoning, and patterns of
social and cultural boundary work govern the sum of the stories-so-far. It is the
entanglements between these trajectories and their boundary politics that
establish contexts: platforms for action and infrastructures for imagining that
form identities and how they engage with the ongoing work of making edu-
cational spaces for the future.

These entangled trajectories are governed by geometries of power. They are
anchored by lived histories of class and gender, and processes of social posi-
tioning that secure particular ways of knowing from somewhere. These different
ways of being a policy maker, manager or educator frame how, and with what
effects, these inhabitants manage uncertainties, secure livelihoods and cultures,
and realise societies that show radically different opportunities for sustainability
and social justice.

Each of these cultural material trajectories takes on particular meanings and
plays a different part in the remaking of contemporary adult education.
Investigating the effects of these trajectories with reference to analytic global—-
national borderlands, the contemporary form of adult education in
de-nationalising nation states, reveals the meanings of three concepts as follows:

‘Adult education’ is the institutionalised space of education for adults, where
space-time boundaries are contingent on a particular governing-learning regime.
Adult education is no longer necessarily national or separated from the world of
work but is unfolding as globally distributed spaces of working and learning. The
space of adult education operates through standalone organisations and also
organisational forms integrated into workplaces, community settings and social
webs, through cultures that are increasingly transnational, and manifest at different
national, supra-national, sub-national scales.
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‘Lifelong learning’ is the political rationality that steers policy problem making and
institutional design that distinguishes the late twentieth century learning turn in
education policy. It emerged alongside debates between rational actor theories
and understandings of institutional embeddedness but also morphed as the limits
of market design and the methodological discounting of institutional embed-
dedness became apparent. While rational actor assumptions still prevail in the late
2010s, the locus of governing has shifted away from strict market coordination to
also address challenges of cooperation and legitimacy.

‘Lifelong education’ identifies a ‘necessary utopia’ in the realisation of adult
education and in politics where political rationalities of institutional redesign are
negotiated. The idea of lifelong education articulated through the Delors report
seemed to get lost in the negotiations that remade adult education framed by the
‘lifelong learning’ turn in education policy. Instead market imaginaries prevailed
and, in Australia, the discursive politics of market individualism made it difficult to
surface normative projects.

This entangled history of adult education and its emergent drive for perpetual
learning is now forming identities that will make our future. This historical tra-
jectory raises questions about the limits of educational space-times: how, to what
extent and in what ways can the necessary utopia of lifelong education shift away
from the normative project of ‘learning to be’ and still be considered ‘education’
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Limit Situations. Adult Education
and Critical Awareness Raising

Danny Wildemeersch

Abstract Awareness raising has often been a major ambition in adult education
practices. Participants are expected to become critical about societal and
political issues, as a result of educational interventions. However, in such
practices, inequality rather than emancipation is often achieved. Ranciere’s
notion of ‘equality of intelligence’ is presented as a possible way out of this
paradox. When the assumption of equality of intelligence is taken as a point of
departure in the educational process, the participants have the opportunity to
take their emancipation in their own hands. Adult education practices, inspired
by such approach, inevitably include an important degree of insecurity. Such
uncertainty is not necessarily unfavourable. On the contrary, it can be consid-
ered as an inevitable feature of ‘good’ critical practices.

INTRODUCTION

Awareness raising has been one of the major concerns of many adult education
practices. These concerns are often related to issues articulated by various social
movements, such as workers movements, environmental movements, women’s
movements, literacy movements, and civil rights movements. It has often been
taken for granted, in adult education circles, that these movements have
brought emancipation and that adult education can contribute to the positive
effects. Awareness raising has also, for a long time, been part of many policy
initiatives to foster active and responsible citizenship, reduce poverty, stimulate
rural development, and organize urban planning, and so on. International
agencies such as the United Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural
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Organisation (UNESCO) and the World Bank have increasingly adopted the
discourse of participation as a mean to empower people and take responsibility
for their own lives. In these policy initiatives, adult educators have often played a
role as facilitators of participatory processes. I personally have engaged in such
participatory activities throughout my professional career as an adult education
practitioner and researcher. In recent years, however, the optimism about the
emancipatory effects of such initiatives and about discourses of awareness raising
has been questioned. The doubts also influenced my own thinking and research
practice. The increased uncertainty about some of the taken-for-granted posi-
tive effects has created, what Paulo Freire called, a limit situation. In his view,
limit situations are ‘not the impossible boundaries where possibilities end, but
the real boundaries where all possibilities begin’ (Freire 1972: 71)". Taking this
hopeful perspective as a point of departure for this contribution, I engage in this
chapter in an exploration of some of the assumptions that have often directed
emancipatory practices in general and my own research practices in particular in
different parts of the world. Paulo Freire and Jacques Ranci¢re are key infor-
mants in this reflection, whereby their commonalities as well as their differences
are examined. The point of departure of these investigations is some of my own
attempts as an action-researcher to contribute to practices of critical awareness
raising. In the next step, I explore why some of these emancipatory ambitions
did not work out as expected. Ranci¢re helps to understand this when pointing
to the counterproductive effects of awareness raising practices, be they educa-
tional, artistic or political of nature. The main paradox he identifies is that, in
spite of the good intentions, in many of these practices a ‘master explicator’
installs dependency and inequality rather than emancipation and equality, with
‘stultification’ of the participant as a consequence. A way out of this paradox is a
practice that does not aim to achieve emancipation at the end of the process, but
takes emancipation as an assumption from the start. And by emancipation,
Ranci¢re understands ‘equality of intelligence’ between the facilitator and the
participant. With this idea of emancipation Ranci¢re distances himself from
many ‘modern’ pedagogues, even progressive ones. These insights create a
radical new perspective on practices of awareness raising in the North as well as
in the South. In the final section of this contribution, I argue that emancipatory
practices inevitably include an important degree of contingency, when the
emancipation of the participant is assumed as a point of departure, rather than
an end term, in the practice of adult education.

READING THE WOR(L)D

Paulo Freire has situated his theory and practice of literacy education mainly in
the context of the so-called developing countries during the 60s, 70s and 80s.
He related his pedagogy to analysis of the oppressive mechanisms in society and
wanted his educational work to contribute to the liberation of the victims of this
oppression. To him, a critical interpretation of the spoken and written word and
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of the world together with an active exploration of alternative ways of speaking
and acting, was an essential part of literacy education. “To surmount the situ-
ation of oppression, men must first critically recognize its causes, so that
through transforming action they can create a new situation—one which makes
possible the pursuit of a fuller humanity’ (Freire 1972: 24). Inspired by these
ideas, I engaged in the beginning of the eighties in an action-research initiative
focusing on the living conditions in a poor neighbourhood in Leuven
(Belgium). In this context, together with an urban planner, I invited a small
group of inhabitants to form a street committee and to reflect together on the
living conditions inside and outside their houses. The action research was meant
to bring about a conscientisation process among the participants, in line with
Freire’s ideas. To him conscientisation is a process of awareness raising that also
involves the analysis of the broader, structural mechanisms behind the experi-
enced limitations and contradictions.

When men lack a critical understanding of their reality, apprehending it in frag-
ments which they do not perceive as interacting constituent elements of the whole,
they cannot truly know that reality. To know it truly, they would have to revise
their starting point: they would need to have a total vision of the context in order
to subsequently separate and isolate its constituent elements and by means of this
analysis to achieve a clearer perception of the whole. (Freire 1972:76)

Following further Freire’s methodology, we engaged in an action-research
process for several months. The inhabitants were invited to discuss and make
proposals for neighbourhood improvements. Simultaneously we gathered var-
ious kinds of information (through interviews and participatory observation)
about how the participants experienced their living conditions and about the
awareness raising process. Many individual and group stories were recorded as
part of a ‘thematic investigation’, and thereafter codified in discussion posters.
Codifications are, according to Freire, representations of the way people
interpret their world. They also include ‘generative themes’ that help to bring
deeper layers of analysis to the stories. In a next stage of the action-research
process, the discussion posters were presented to the members of the
street-committee and we spent some meetings on the so-called de-codification
of the posters. The aim of that step in the process was to deepen and broaden
the analysis for the participants ‘to achieve a clearer perception of the whole’, as
suggested in Paulo Freire’s quote mentioned above. The participants were
expected to connect their own stories to the housing and urban planning
policies in a critical way, thereby engaging in an emancipatory process of
reflection and action. In spite of the fact that there was a continued commit-
ment of the participants in the initiative over a longer time, the de-codification
process did not really meet the expectations of the researchers. I came to the
following conclusions (Wildemeersch 1985: 386).
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e The participants of the street committee hardly realized that the discussion
posters were based on their narratives collected during the previous
months, since the design of the posters had been a solitary activity by the
researcher; the opportunity was missed to involve the participants actively
in the design process.

e The selection of the themes was mainly based on quantitative rather than
on qualitative criteria which created an overload of information on the
posters.

e We had hoped that the re-ordering of the themes through the codification
and decodification process would have enough problem-posing potential,
which apparently was not the case.

e The discussion posters stirred little controversy because of the scrupulous
attempts of the researcher/animator to remain ‘objective’ (neutral),
whereas Freire framed his research in the normative frame of oppression.

e The objective to raise ‘critical awareness’ or ‘emancipation’ among the
participants was not achieved, at least not in the way the organizers had
expected.

Following the Leuven experiment, an intensive new project took place in 1982—
1983 in ‘the Rupelstreek’, a region in Flanders, struggling with industrial decay
and intensive environmental problems. Together with community organiza-
tions, a vast group of volunteers, and a group of filmmakers, a video film was
made about the past, the present and the future of the region. The process took
8 months. The production, called “The Rupelstreek between anger and hope’,
was again inspired by the Freirian pedagogical vision and methodology
(Wildemeersch 1984). The video film was conceived as a large codification of
the narratives of inhabitants of the region. From the beginning till the end some
sixty volunteers collaborated in the project, as interviewers, interviewees,
co-producers, co-designers, debaters, raconteurs, and so on. The editing of the
film took place on the premises of a community centre and some inhabitants
took the opportunity to co-direct this process. The project finished, with
viewing sessions at several occasions and in different places, which were again
conceived as moments of decodification. The main findings about the process of
this initiative were the following (Wildemeersch 1985: 454-471, passim):

o The video film thematised the many contradictions in the region regarding
the interpretation of future solutions (industrial vs. ecological scenarios).

e The collaboration was intense, participatory, committed and loyal, in spite
of the divergent opinions and interests.

e The process eventually appeared to be more important than the product;
the video film was not really used as an awareness raising instrument in the
communities, after the final presentation; the awareness raising had mainly
taken place during the process, in combination with various other actions
of community organization.
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e From a scientific point of view, this time, there was less concern about the
‘objectivity’ of the research activities, since the researchers were less
scrupulous (than in the Leuven case) about remaining neutral.

However, also in this case, some limitations both about the process and the
product of the initiative emerged. The academic context of the action research
had some consequences. There was a continuous, however, latent uncertainty
about the extent in which the course of the research could be influenced by the
subjects of the research. Also, the pedagogic orientation of the research had
some limitations. It was not obvious to engage in a ‘real’ Freirian dialogue,
renouncing in practice the traditional role of the master organizer of process
and outcome. Apart from that, it was not so evident to create a direct link
between the pedagogic action and the social action. Thus, most tensions were
related to, on one hand, the commitment to objectifying research, whilst at the
same time being loyal to the emancipatory ambitions of critical pedagogy. Such
tensions and limitations are probably experienced by all researchers who are
prepared to work ‘with’ the people, rather than ‘on’ the people or ‘for’ the
people.

PARADOXES OF EMANCIPATION

Some of these findings kept on puzzling me the years after I finished that
research. The doubts were also expressed by other authors, particularly from the
cighties and nineties onwards. An influential paper to me in this respect was one
by Ellsworth (1989), questioning some of the assumptions and practices of
critical pedagogy. She wondered why she herself failed to realize empowerment
as one of the crucial dimensions of a critical, anti-racist pedagogy. Her teaching
paradoxically seemed to bring about new forms of exclusion and dependency
rather than emancipation.

I found myself struggling against (struggling to unlearn) key assumptions and
assertions of current literature on critical pedagogy, and straining to recognize,
name and come to grips with crucial issues of classroom practice that critical
pedagogy cannot and will not address. (1989: 303)

She even concluded that some of these key assumptions about critical awareness
raising functioned as ‘repressive myths’. Also, Usher and colleagues (1997)
influentially contributed to this debate. In line with the French
post-structuralists, they examined the humanistic and enlightenment assump-
tions of traditional adult education approaches.

For many, the experience of Reason’s Dream has been a matter of disillusionment
and disconfirmation with the Dream becoming a nightmare. The humanistic
project of education is itself questionable for manifestly the ‘grand narratives’
which provide its rationale benefit the few with the cost being paid most obviously
by women, black people and the poor. (Kosmidou and Usher 1992: 88)
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However, this critical questioning did not result in a rejection of emancipatory
practices, but rather implied an invitation to move beyond the limits and to
engage in a dialogue about the core concepts of adult education theory such as
‘progress’ and ‘emancipation’. ‘As such, we cannot simply step out of them by
an act of will or by analytical argument. The message therefore is that we should
open ourselves to the humanistic tradition and engage in critical dialogue with it
in order to recognize what is still of value whilst understanding that its eman-
cipatory message often becomes another version of the search for certainty and
control with oppressive consequences’ (ibid.: 88-89).

Since that time, both the more classical and the more sceptical perspectives
on critical pedagogy have continued to inspire theorists and practitioners of
adult education. We brought these perspectives together in an intensive dis-
cussion and in a book on ‘adult education and social responsibility’
(Wildemeersch et al. 2000). Authors like Jarvis (2000) and Welton (2000)
defended the classical emancipatory role of adult education, in close connection
with social movements and institutional provision. Others like Edwards and
Usher (2000) and Masschelein (2000) presented more sceptical views.
However, these contributions did not result in a critical dialogue as Usher had
suggested. Various authors, such as Henry Giroux (1988) and Peter McLaren
(1993) who considered themselves to be the custodians and innovators of
Freirian teaching, particularly in the US, continued to disseminate concepts of
‘critical pedagogy’ without critically questioning some of the paradoxes related
to their own practices. On the other side, there were sometimes fierce critiques
on these positions. An echo of those critiques was recently formulated by
Savage, a young Australian pedagogue, mainly working with adolescent people.
According to him texts of authors as Giroux and others generate

a kind of Mr. Fix-it attitude towards everyday cultural life, which reeks of con-
descension, but also obscures the dialectic relationship between individuals and
their cultures, devalues rather than celebrates, and arrogantly understands critical
pedagogues as the central locus of educational change. (2010: 111)

Savage’s sharp critique essentially argues that many of the critical pedagogical
theories and their related practices, often reflect a deficiency orientation, taking
the deficits of the participants as a point of departure for the practices of
awareness raising. We previously expressed a similar concern as follows:

On one hand, opportunities for social participation, personal development and
self-help are in the present set-up largely dependent on the appropriate qualifi-
cations to cope with our ‘economized’ society. From that perspective, adult
education cannot but underline the importance of qualification for the livelihood
of its target groups, and adjust its programmes to meet the needs and motives
formulated by the participants. On the other hand...it thus (re)produces and
individualizes at the same time (new) forms of social inequality and exclusion, even
when including personal development into its qualification processes. After all, it
confirms the dominant criteria for socially useful knowledge, attitudes and skills
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when it refers to the underprivileged categories’ lack of it, and thus ‘explains’ their
lower social position. Based on that deficiency orientation, a categorical, negatively
Sformulated social identity is attributed to them. (Jansen and Wildemeersch 1996:
332-333)

Recently, Maarten Simons and Jan Masschelein came to a similar conclusion.
The exclusion of various groups in society, as defined by experts, ‘is not a
manifestation of a ‘wrong’, but is translated into deficiencies causing a temporal
lack of inclusion. Inclusion then is the target of expert programs on participa-
tion and counselling (e.g. empowerment), learning (e.g. employability), or
ethics communication (conflict management). The experts of inclusion regard
each conflict or form of exclusion as a temporary condition of an individual (or
group) in need of special support, and are therefore, part of the ‘social hygiene’
of the consensus society’ (Simons and Masschelein 2011: 86).

THE RISE OF NEO-LIBERAL AND NEO-MANAGERIALIST DISCOURSES

This deficit approach has been questioned by many and was often linked to the
rise of the neo-liberal and neo-managerialist discourses. An economic reframing
of adult and continuing education policies and practices became prominent,
meaning that the market was expected to play the dominant role in the creation
of wealth and prosperity. In line with this, the ‘responsibilisation’ of the indi-
vidual to take his/her own life into her own hands became a central element of
the political agenda. ‘Emancipation’ was increasingly substituted by ‘empow-
erment’, the latter notion articulating this emphasis on individual responsibility,
autonomy and employability. Following Foucault’s ideas on governmentality,
Tom Inglis argued that empowerment had obtained the following meaning;:

Instead of producing docile, amenable, regulated bodies through external forms of
control...there has been a shift to more subtle forms of control. Through an
ongoing process of externalizing, problematizing and critically evaluating one’s
being, actions and thoughts, a critically reflective self is constituted. This self
becomes the centre of control. (Inglis 1997: 7)

In line with this, also the way nation states in Western societies began to govern
their citizens strongly changed. Inspired by Michel Foucault’s ‘governmentality’
concept, researchers studied the way in which new technologies of power were
introduced in order to make the governed fulfil better the expectations of the
governors. Methods that previously had an emancipatory function, now were
increasingly used as technologies of the self. Lemke (2001) relates this change
to the crisis of Keynesianism and the reduction in forms of welfare-state inter-
vention, leading to the

reorganization or restructuring of government techniques, shifting regulatory
competence of the state onto ‘responsible’ and ‘rational’ individuals. Neo-
liberalism encourages individuals to give their lives a specific entrepreneurial form.



140 D. WILDEMEERSCH

It responds to stronger ‘demand’ for individual scope for self-determination and
desired autonomy by ‘supplying’ individuals and collectives with the possibility of
actively participating in the solution of specific matters and problems which had
hitherto been the domain of state agencies specifically empowered to undertake
such tasks. This participation has a ‘price tag’: the individuals themselves have to
assume responsibility for these activities and the possible failure thereof. (Lemke
2001: 202)

Some authors such as Nikolas Rose (1999) and Mitchell Dean (1999) who have
studied this shift in the use of the social technologies formulate, just like Lemke,
doubts about the emancipatory potential of such practices. Bill Cooke and Uma
Kothari (2004) discuss these new technologies in connection with the partici-
pation discourse. They argue that the call for participation has become a new
tyranny. ‘Power to the people’ is no longer a slogan of radicals wanting to
drastically change the power relationships in favour of the oppressed. It now has
become an important instrument of marketeers, quality controllers, community
developers, world bankers, politicians, managers, consultancy bureaus and so
on. They all have introduced various direct democratic procedures which should
bring the voice of the citizen, the customer, the student, the peasant and the
audience to the fore. When some decades ago, direct participation was still a
subversive wish, now participation is everywhere. In line with Foucault, Cooke
and Kothari consider many of these participatory practices to be part of new
technologies of persuasion, normalisation, and inclusion. The ‘hidden agenda’
of such participatory practices is actually that they ‘teach’ the participants to
define themselves as self-directed agents in an ‘active society’.

My own research on social learning related to diverse participatory practices
such as youth policy planning and multi-stakeholder collaboration on envi-
ronmental issues in different parts of the world can be reinterpreted in accor-
dance with these insights (Janssens et al. 2001; Wildemeersch 2007, 2014).
Therefore, my initial enthusiasm about the social learning potential of partici-
patory procedures has somewhat cooled down and resulted in a more nuanced
picture of the pros and the cons of these collaborative practices. First, I observed
that many of the participatory practices ended up with ambiguous results.
Participation sometimes produces strong commitment of the actors involved,
but also at other occasions, lots of refusal, resistance, and sometimes resignation
when eventually the procedures of collaboration turn out to be complex,
bureaucratic, and expert-driven. Similar reports come from the world of
development projects in the South, where participatory planning is nowadays
very mainstream and made concrete by procedures such as rapid rural appraisal,
participatory rural appraisal, and goal-oriented intervention planning.
Originally, such methods were invented to reduce the power of technicians,
experts, and policy makers and to create conditions for ‘putting the first last’
(Chambers 1997). However, the traditional experts are now being replaced by
procedural experts who sometimes tend to ‘impose’ rather than ‘give’ the
opportunity to participate (Quaghebeur et al. 2004; Tessier et al. 2004).
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Therefore, it is important to realize that participation, as a social-learning
process, is not necessarily equal to the application of techniques of
co-governance. On the contrary, interesting and relevant social learning often
comes about in situations where the actors actually do not (or no longer)
engage in such formalized procedures and start questioning the rules of the
game. In such cases, the social learning is actually ‘confrontational’ rather than
‘consensual’. It is dividing rather than binding. It takes place in situations and
contexts where the joint enterprise is interrupted rather than smoothly con-
tinued (Wildemeersch 2014).

INTERRUPTING THE SENSES

Ranciere (2005) interprets this development as the tendency whereby
policy-makers, with the help of experts, try to achieve as much consensus as
possible in the ‘police order’. And since, according to him, democracy is basi-
cally about dealing with dissensus, the consequence is that democratic practices
are curtailed and that issues that should be debated in the public sphere are
relegated to the private sphere and to individualized responsibilities. ‘The
spontaneous practices of any government tend to shrink the public sphere,
making it into its own private affair, and in so doing, relegating the inventions
and sites of intervention of non-state actors to the private domain. Democracy,
then, far from being the form of the life of individuals dedicated to their private
pleasure, is a process of struggle against this privatization, the process of
enlarging this sphere’ (Ranciere 2005: 55). In contrast with these privatizing
tendencies, Ranciere conceives of the democratic process as ‘the action of
subjects who reconfigure the distributions of the public and the private, the
universal and the particular’ (ibid..: 62). In other words, he rejects the tendency
of the police function of the state that assigns citizens to definite places in the
social strata and classifies them according to particular features (the poor, the
unemployed, the non-actives). In distinction to this, he identifies politics as a
movement in which political subjects reject/revoke the places and names that
are imposed upon them.

Ranciere not only situates dissensus in the political realm. He is a border
crosser who theorizes and interconnects developments in diverse fields such as
education, arts and politics. The binding factor between these different domains
is his understanding of aesthetics. He relates aesthetics not simply to the domain
of arts, but situates it in the ‘order of the sensible’ (Ranciere 2010). The order
of the sensible refers to the way human beings make sense of their lived reality,
and this in different domains. Hence, in his view, politics, as well as education
and arts are aesthetic because they relate to (the questioning of) this order of the
sensible. Therefore, changes in aesthetic regimes are often signals or symptoms
of changes in the way we understand the social, cultural and political order. In
line with his broad concept of aesthetics, Ranciere considers dissensus ‘not a
designation of conflict as such, but it is a specific type, thereof a conflict between
sense and sense. Dissensus is a conflict between a sensory presentation and a way
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of making sense of it, or between several sensory regimes and/or ‘bodies’
(2010: 139). Dissensus creates an interruption of the ‘order of the sensible’, or a
distribution of what can be seen, thought and done (Ranciere 2009b: 47).

It is ‘a rupture in the relationship between sense and sense, between what is seen
and what is thought, and between what is thought and what is felt. What comes to
pass is a rupture in the specific configuration that allows us to stay in ‘our’ assigned
places in a given state of things. These sorts of ruptures can happen anywhere and
at any time, but they can never be calculated’. (Ranciere 2010: 143)

Important here is that the effects of the interruption can neither be calculated
nor predicted. And exactly the predictability of the outcomes is one of the major
concerns of many professionals with classical emancipatory vocation, be they
educators, policy makers, and even critical artists. In Ranciere’s view also many
critical artists still have a ‘pedagogical’ view on the way their works of art are
expected to influence the viewers. “This logic posits that what the viewer sees...
is a set of signs formed according to an artist’s intention. By recognizing these
signs, the spectator is supposedly induced into a specific reading of the world
around us, leading, in turn to the feeling of a certain proximity or distance, and
ultimately to the spectator’s intervening into the situation staged by the author’
(2010: 136). Ranci¢re distrusts such interventionists, whom he calls ‘master
explicators’ (1991), who install dependency and inequality rather than eman-
cipation and equality.

This again raises the issue of awareness raising. The research I referred to
above, particularly the policy oriented types, were expected to develop insights
on how the minds and habits could be changed instrumentally, in order to turn
people into better active citizens, more employable workers, or responsible
self-directed students. Ranciére argues that many of these practices, because
they start from the assumption of inequality (between the teacher and the
student, the expert and the lay-person, the policy-maker and the citizen), often
is the cause of (unintended) stultification. In his view,

the stultifier is not an aged obtuse master who crams his student’s skulls full of
poorly digested knowledge, or a malignant character mouthing half-truths in order
to shore up his power and the social order. On the contrary, he is all the more
efficacious because he is knowledgeable, enlightened and of good faith...Such is
the concern of the enlightened pedagogue: does the little one understand? He
doesn’t understand. I will find new ways to explain it to him, ways more rigorous
in principle, more attractive in form—and I will verify that he has understood.
(1991: 7-8)

This reconnects us to the deficit approach that we observed in many attempts,
also in ours, to (re-)educate adults in different sectors of education, social
welfare, the struggle against poverty, and so on. Ranci¢re argues that in these
cases, participants are often not taken seriously. In a critique of certain theatre
practices intending to make people critically aware of particular kinds of
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injustice, Ranci¢re notices that the well-intentioned dramatists treat their
audience often as ignorant, passive people who undergo the manipulative
actions that determine their lives and who first have to be activated in order to
be able to respond critically to these influences. He claims that this attitude vis-
a-vis the spectator is very similar to what can be observed in many educational
practices. The first thing that is taught in such cases is the inability of the
spectator or the student: she does not understand her own condition, and
hence, has to be educated before she can engage in action. Such a practice of
pedagogic stultification ‘constantly confirms its own presupposition: the
inequality of intelligence’ (2009b: 9).

In reply to his critical appraisal of this paradox of emancipation, Ranci¢re
develops a radical alternative to which he refers as ‘the competence of the
incompetent’, or ‘the capacity of anybody to judge the relations between indi-
viduals and the collectivity, present and future’ (2006: 83). He thereby departs
from the presupposition of ‘equality of intelligence’ and sees the same kind of
intelligence at work among a wide variety of people, ‘from the ignoramus, spelling
out signs, to the scientist who constructs hypotheses’ (2009b: 10). He refers to
this intelligence as the ‘poetic labour of translation’. His point of departure is that
all human beings dispose of ‘an intelligence that translates signs into other signs
and proceeds by comparisons and illustrations in order to communicate its
intellectual adventures and understand what another intelligence is endeavouring
to communicate it’ (ibid., p. 10). And, coming back to the position of spectators,
he claims that they are not the presupposed passive participants but both distant
spectators and active interpreters. ‘Spectators see, feel and understand something
in as much as they compose their own poem, as, in their way, do actors or
playwrights, directors, dancers or performers’ (ibid., p. 13).

In Ranciere’s view, it is important to assume that in education, as well as in
arts and in politics, all actors are initially capable of engaging intelligibly in one
or other way with what is presented in the class, on the scene, or in the domain
of politics. They are all potential translators of signs into other signs, of creating
linkages between what they see, hear and what is being done. By consequence,
equality is not the outcome of the process, but an assumption with which the
process begins.

Equality exists insofar as someone asserts that equality exists. More accurately,
equality exists to the extent that some subject acts and speaks on the assumption
that equality exists. In either case, equality can neither be planned nor accom-
plished. It can only be practiced and through this practice verified. This is the main
intuition underpinning Ranciere’s philosophy: ‘there is not, on one hand ‘theory’
which explains things, and on the other hand, practice educated by the lessons of
theory. There are configurations of sense, knots tying together possible percep-
tions, interpretations, orientations and movements. (Ranciere 2009a: 120)

In addition, it is important to recall that in Ranciére’s approach it is not only
equality of intelligence that matters, but also the role that ‘the will’ plays in his
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view on the educational encounter (Ranciere 1991, passim). The will and the
intelligence are together at play in the act of learning. And, it is the will of the
emancipated subject that gives direction to his/her intelligence. It is not the
intelligence that serves the will, but the will that serves the intelligence. Or, in
other words, meaning is the work of the will of the emancipated subject. This is
‘the secret of those we call geniuses: the relentless work to bend the body to the
necessary habits, to compel the intelligence to new ideas, to new ways of
expressing them; to redo on purpose what chance once produced, and to
reverse unhappy circumstances into occasions of success’ (ibid.,: 56). In con-
nection with this, the emancipatory master does not give direction to the
intelligence of the participant, yet s/he may give direction to his/her will, by
requiring concentration and attention for the task at hand. ‘A person...may
need a master when his own will is not strong enough to set him on track and
keep him there. But that subjection is purely one of will over will. It becomes
stultification when it links an intelligence to another intelligence’ (ibid.: 13).

EDUCATION FOR CRITICAL AWARENESS RECONSIDERED

In a recent contribution co-authored by a scholar from South Africa, we ques-
tioned the emancipatory value of a community arts experiment (Wildemeersch
and von Kotze 2014). The experiment was set up by a community organizer and
an arts educator, with the help of several artists. They invited children and adults
to get acquainted with modern art in integrated projects stimulating the par-
ticipants to explore the qualities of recycling materials and use them to, indi-
vidually and collectively, create works of art. My colleague thought these
initiatives to be interestingly anti-systemic, but missing enough quality to call
them emancipatory. ‘I am not certain that the politics of the entire experiment—
the power relations and choice of materials, the collaborative creation and final
exhibition—were analysed and reflected on critically’ (ibid.: 13). The discussion
between us eventually unfolded into a comparison of the Freirian perspective and
the Ranciérian perspective on emancipation. And, this comparison helped me to
articulate better some of the ambivalences in Freire’s understanding of the
educational process and responses in Ranciere’s work.

The main ambivalence in Freire’s work, and in that of many of his followers,
is that on one hand, in his dialogical approach, the teacher and the student, are
an equal footing, while on the other hand, the students are still believed to be in
need of enlightenment. So, how can there be a true dialogue, when one of the
partners is still considered not really emancipated by the other? In a contribu-
tion to ‘the image in critical pedagogy’, Lewis (2011) argues that Paulo Freire’s
pedagogy of the oppressed indeed re-enacts the paradox of spectatorship that
Ranci¢re found in particular arts practices. He demonstrates that Freire ‘misses
how art is political not simply because of its intended message...but rather in its
ability to produce new ways of seeing the world, new sensations, new sensorial
disruptions through the pensive juxtaposing of regimes of expression’ (ibid.: 8).
Or, in other words: how arts is able to create ‘dissensus’. In Freire’s approach,
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the practice of liberating pedagogy should result into an emancipated person (or
critical consciousness) at the end of the process, carefully guided by the edu-
cator. In contrast with this, Ranciére takes the assumption of competence,
intelligence and emancipation of the spectator, the student and the citizen as a
point of departure. This does not mean that the educator is now superfluous.
His/her role is not to make participants think the way s/he thinks, but to invite
them to develop a personal or singular response to the material presented, and
in doing so, engage in a process of subjectivation.

In line with this perspective, a new conception of ‘critique’ and awareness
raising has been developed. This new conception is informed by the experience
that, for many challenges we face today, there are neither clear answers, nor
straightforward solutions. Many important ‘life political’ issues (Beck 1992)
create uncertainty and ambivalence, even among experts. Such issues confront
us often with ‘limit situations’ that oblige us to stand still, and to create time and
space for further exploration. Various authors indeed associate education with
moments of interruption (Biesta 2006, 2010), of suspension (Masschelein and
Simons 2011), or of disruption (Fejes and Dahlstedt 2013). As mentioned
before, these moments relate to situations where the preconceived perspectives
fail and unprecedented solutions have to be examined. Such limit situations can
be democratic moments, particularly because the familiar hierarchies between
expert and layperson, teacher and student, leader and follower, vanguard and
masses, lose their meaning, since all of them are somehow insecure about the
possible solutions, and therefore inevitably engage in an educational encounter
that can be considered ‘a beautiful risk> (Biesta 2013b). In this approach, the
process is not directed by the ‘knowing’ of the expert, but rather by the col-
lective ‘will’ of everyone engaged in the process. This could be called a ‘ped-
agogy of contingency’ that understands ‘teaching and learning work that
challenges the formal frame rather well—a pedagogy that emerges/evolves
through the participation of the public and the concerns that bring them
together. It responds /is responsive to the particulars of a given moment/place’
(Wildemeersch and von Kotze 2014).

The notions of interruption, suspension or disruption also suggest that
(adult-)education distances itself from the ‘logic of productivity’ (Simons and
Masschelein 2011). Education is not a site of production—the production of
competencies, of critical awareness, of the good citizen and so on. It rather is an
activity that creates opportunities to develop singular responses to situations of
uncertainty and complexity. And such activity needs spaces where people can
experience ‘free time’, ‘a time that is not yet occupied and transformed into a
‘productive time”” (ibid.: 89). Also, Ranciere emphasizes the need for alternative
spaces or ‘forms of organization of the material life of society that escape the
logic of profit; and the existence of places for discussing collective interests that
escape the monopoly of the expert government’ (2006: 83). It could be rele-
vant for adult education to revitalize such places or spaces that Foucault calls
‘other spaces’ or ‘heterotopias’. In his view, these are:
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...real places—places that do exist and that are formed in the very founding of
society—which are something like counter-sites, a kind of effectively enacted
utopia in which the real sites, all the other real sites that can be found within the
culture, are simultaneously represented, contested, and inverted. Places of this
kind are outside of all places, even though it may be possible to indicate their
location in reality. Because these places are absolutely different from all the sites
that they reflect and speak about, I shall call them, by way of contrast to utopias,
heterotopias. (Foucault 1986)

In the past, adult education has often created such heterotopias or
counter-sites where the dominant logic was questioned. And today the exis-
tence of such spaces that escape the logic of profit, or the monopoly of the
expert government, are needed more than ever. However, Rancicre teaches us
that, in such spaces, the emergence of critical awareness is not in the first place
the result of a cleverly organized trajectory by the ‘master explicator’. It rather
are spaces where the educator invites participants ‘to venture into the forest of
things and signs to say what they have seen and what they think of what they
have seen, to verify it and have it verified” (Ranciere 2009D).

IN ConcrusioN: THE FUTURE OF COMMITMENT
IN ADULT EDUCATION

In this chapter, I have wandered along some of the pathways of my former years
as academic researcher and practitioner in the field of adult education. I have
recalled the commitments that I thought to be important throughout that
period. Awareness raising and emancipation have definitely been words that
directed my actions. However, across the years my initial understanding of these
notions have changed in connection with the changing times, the changing
discourses and the limit-situations that I experienced, together with friends,
colleagues and inspiring authors. The conditions in which I had to work, the
dependencies, but also the degrees of freedom at certain moments, both dis-
abled and enabled me to think critically about my own practices and under-
standings and their wider contexts. They disabled me, because the pressure of
productivity that increasingly directs academic research, often inhibits in-depth
critical thinking and self-criticism. They enabled me because, in spite of this, the
university can, to a certain extent, still be a place of critical investigation and
debate. An important condition then is that we are able to create ‘free and
profane spaces’ (Masschelein and Simons 2011). ‘A condition of profane time,
space and matter is not a space of emptiness, but a condition in which time,
space and things are disconnected from their regular use (in the family, soci-
ety...) and hence it refers to a condition in which something of the world is
open for common use’ (ibid.: 158). In Patricia Gouthro’s terms, this requires
opportunities for ‘slow learning” where someone can halt urgency, take time,
and concentrate. ‘This suggests that as educators we need to consider the types
of work and activities that we find meaningful, even if it seems to slow us down.
It may be the only way we can keep moving forward” (Gouthro 2012: 375).
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The process of slowing down has helped me to clarify some of the
limit-situations we experienced throughout the years of study, research and
practice. The main limit-situation I struggled with was the paradox of eman-
cipation. Since many of us have been socialized and trained to become experts
in education, training and development, we are inclined to consider the ones we
work for, be it the students or the participants in the community, to be deficient
in one way or another. And, in so doing, we tend to promote ourselves as the
ones that are able to remedy their shortcomings. With regard to the teaching of
concrete, practical skills this may indeed be a valid attitude. However, regarding
complex social, ethical, or political matters, reserve on behalf of the expert is
recommended. When looking back at various initiatives of ‘awareness raising’, I
have come to the conclusion that such actions indeed often strengthen the
deficit perspective, even when one authentically strives to promote emancipa-
tion. This finding necessitates another view on the ‘social commitment’ of the
adult educator. H/she no longer takes the position of the expert who knows the
true answer to complex matters and who develops ways for unconscious people
to come closer to this truth. He or she rather is someone who finds relevant
ways to present what, to him or her, is a matter of importance, and invites
participants to articulate in various ways responses to this. In doing so, the
educator creates opportunities for dissensus, or for ‘ruptures between sense and
sense’. These are also opportunities for people to make those things public
which are often relegated to the privatized domain of individual concerns, or to
the realm of consensus. Such approach is not in contradiction with Freire’s view
on dialogue. ‘It is in speaking their word that men transform the world by
naming it, dialogue imposes itself as the way in which men achieve significance
as men. Dialogue is thus an existential necessity’ (1972: 61).

However, Rancicre, together with the colleagues who directed my attention
to his work, taught me that the good intentions of the expert educator often
have stultifying effects and that there is no necessary causal relationship between
the intelligent articulation of the truth of the critical educator, the committed
artist or the well-intentioned policy-maker, and the way the ‘receiver’ of the
message moves on with it. This kind of understanding also relativizes the power
of the expert. It is the acceptance of his/her own limitations that creates spaces
and places for the so-called incompetent to demonstrate their competence.
Such acceptance is based on the assumption of equality of intelligence between
participants and facilitators in the process. And it is by creating such ‘pedagogy
of contingency’ that adult educators, together with participants, create oppor-
tunities for democratic practice, accepting emancipation as a point of departure,
rather than as the outcome of the educational process. The insecurity that goes
together with this contingency is not necessarily an unfavourable characteristic.
On the contrary, it can be considered as an inevitable feature of ‘good’ adult
education, and hence ‘a beautiful risk’. Taking all this into consideration I come
to the conclusion that the committed adult educator is someone who creates
time and space for people to subjectively and publicly respond to matters of
concern. This time and space should enable people to make their own
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translation, or their own poem, in response to what is being presented. This can
only be based on the assumption of equality of intelligence. And the answer to
the question to what extent such undertaking results into critical awareness is
best based on the continuous reflection and dialogue between everyone
involved in this process.

Note

1. Freire took this definition from Professor Vieira Pinto, to whom he refers
in a note. In this note there is probably a spelling mistake, where ‘im-
passible boundaries’ probably should be ‘impossible boundaries’.

REFERENCES

Beck, U. (1992). Risk society: Towards a new modernity. London: Sage.

Biesta, G. (20006). Beyond learning: Democratic education for a human future. Boulder:
Paradigm.

Biesta, G. (2010). A new logic of emancipation: The methodology of Jacques Rancicre.
Educational Theory, 60(1), 53-59.

Biesta, G. (2013a). Learning in public places: civic learning for the 21st century. In G.
Biesta, M. De Bie, & D. Wildemeersch (Eds.), Civic learning, democratic citizenship
and the public sphere. Berlin: Springer.

Biesta, G. (2013b). The beauntiful rvisk of education. Boulder: Paradigm.

Chambers, R. (1997). Whose reality counts? Putting the first last. London: Intermediate
Technology Publications.

Cooke, B., & Kothari, U. (Eds.). (2004). Participation: The new tyranny? London: Zed.

Dean, M. (1999). Governmentality: Power and rule in modern society. London: Sage.

Edwards, R., & Usher, R. (2000). Modern field and post-modern moorland: Adult
education bound for glory or bound and gagged. In D. Wildemeersch, M. Finger, &
T. Jansen (Eds.), Adult education and social responsibility. Frankfurt: Peter Lang.

Ellsworth, E. (1989). Why doesn’t this feel empowering? Working through the
repressive myths of critical pedagogy. Harvard Educational Review, 59, 297-324.

Fejes, A., & Dahlstedt, M. (2013). The confession society. Foucanlt, confession and
practices of lifelong learning. London: Routledge.

Foucault, M. (1986). Of other spaces, heterotopias (J. Miskowiec, Trans.). Diacritics, 16
(1), 22-27, Retrieved June 18, 2012, from http://foucault.info/documents/
heteroTopia/foucault.heteroTopia.en.html.

Freire, P. (1972). Pedagogy of the Oppressed. Harmondsworth: Penguin.

Giroux, H. (1988). Teachers ns intellectuals: Toward a critical pedagogy of learning.
Massachusetts: Bergin and Garvey.

Gouthro, P. (2012). Editorial: Slow learning. International Jowrnal of Lifelong
Education, 31, 373-375.

Inglis, T. (1997). Empowerment and emancipation. Adult Education Quarterly, 48(1),
3-17.


http://foucault.info/documents/heteroTopia/foucault.heteroTopia.en.html
http://foucault.info/documents/heteroTopia/foucault.heteroTopia.en.html

LIMIT SITUATIONS. ADULT EDUCATION AND CRITICAL AWARENESS RAISING 149

Jansen, T., & Wildemeersch, D. (1996). Adult education and critical identity
development. From a deficiency towards a competency approach. International
Journal of Lifelong Education, 15, 325-340.

Janssens, C., Van Duffel, K., & Wildemeersch, D. (2001). Policy planning as social
learning. In M. Schemmann & M. Bron (Eds.), Adult education and democratic
citizenship IV. Krakow: Impuls Publisher.

Jarvis, P. (2000). The education of adults as a social movement: A question for late
modern society. In D. Wildemeersch, M. Finger, & T. Jansen (Eds.), Adult education
and social responsibility. Frankfurt: Peter Lang.

Kosmidou, C., & Usher, R. (1992). Experiential learning and the autonomous subject
In D. Wildemeersch & T. Jansen (Eds.), Adult education, experiential learning and
social change. The Hague: Vuga.

Lemke, T. (2001). The birth of bio-politics: Michel Foucault’s lecture at the College de
France on neo-liberal governmentality. Economy and Society, 30, 190-207.

Lewis, T. (2011). The Future of the Image in Critical Pedagogy. Studies in Philosophy
and Education,30 (1), 37-51.

McLaren, P. (1993). Schooling as a ritual performance. London: Routledge & Kegan.

Masschelein, J. (2000). In defence of education as problematisation: Some preliminary
remarks on a strategy of disarmament. In D. Wildemeersch, M. Finger, & T. Jansen
(Eds.), Adult education and social responsibility. Frankfurt: Peter Lang.

Masschelein, J., & Simons, M. (2011). The hatred of public schooling. In M. Simons &
J. Masschelein, (Eds.), Ranciére, Public education and the taming of democracy.
Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell.

Quaghebeur, K., Masschelein, J., & Nguyen, H. H. (2004). Paradox of participation:
Giving or taking part. Journal of Community & Applied Social Psychology, 14,
154-165.

Ranciere, J. (1991). The ignorant schoolmaster: Five lessons in intellectunl emancipation.
Stanford: Stanford University Press.

Ranciere, J. (20006). Hatred of democracy. London: Verso.

Ranciére, J. (2009a). A few remarks on the method of Jacques Ranci¢re. Paralax, 15,
114-123.

Ranciere, J. (2009b). The emancipated spectator. London: Verso.

Ranciere, J. (2010). Dissensus: on politics and aesthetics. London: Continuum.

Rose, N. (1999). Powers of freedom: Reframing political thought. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press.

Savage, G. C. (2010). Problematizing ‘public pedagogy’ in educational research.
In J. Sandlin, B. Schulz, & J. Burdick (Eds.), Handbook of public pedagogy: Education
and learning beyond schooling. New York: Routledge.

Simons, M., & Masschelein, J. (2011). Governmental, political and pedagogic
subjectivation. In M. Simons & J. Masschelein (Eds.), Ranciere, public education
and the taming of democracy. Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell.

Tessier, O., Van Keer, K., Quaghebeur, K., Masschelein, J. Nguyen Hoai, H., Ho Ly, G.
et al. (2004). Giving or imposing the opportunity to participate? In As. Neef (Ed.),
Participatory approaches for sustainable land use in Southeast Asin. Bangkok: White
Lotus Publishers.

Usher, R., Bryant, 1., & Johnston, R. (1997). Adult education and the postmodern
challenge. Learning beyond the limits. London: Routledge.



150 D. WILDEMEERSCH

Welton, M. (2000). Civil society as theory and project: adult education and the renewal
of global citizenship. In D. Wildemeersch, M. Finger, & T. Jansen (Eds.), Adult
education and social vesponsibility. Frankfurt: Peter Lang.

Wildemeersch, D. (1984). De Rupeistreck tussen argwaan en hoop. Zocktocht nanr een
vormingsmethodiek [The ‘Rupelstreek’ between anger and hope. In search of an
educational model]. Leuven: Acco.

Wildemeersch, D. (1985). Ruimtelijke ovdening in het perspektief van vorming en
samenlevingsopbonw [Urban planning in view of education and community organi-
zation].Doctorial dissertation, Faculty of Psychology and Educational Sciences, KU
Leuven.

Wildemeersch, D., Finger, M. & Jansen, T. (Eds.), (2000). Adult Education and Social
Responsibility. Reconciling the Irreconcilable? Frankfurt: Peter Lang.

Wildemeersch, D. (2007). Social learning revisited. Lessons learned from North and
South. In A. Wals & T. van der Leij (Eds.), Social learning towards a more sustainable
world. Wageningen: Wageningen University Press.

Wildemeersch, D. (2013). Transitions in a life-world. Looking backward and forward
after forty-five years of social-pedagogical research and teaching in Leuven. Education
Policy Analysis and Archives, 21(38), 1-18.

Wildemeersch, D. (2014). Displacing concepts of social learning and democratic
citizenship. In G. Biesta, M. Debie, & D. Wildemeersch (Eds.), Civic learning,
democratic citizenship and the public sphere. Dordrecht: Springer.

Wildemeersch, D., & von Kotze, A. (2014). Multiple interruptions: Creative encounters
in public art and public pedagogy, A North-South dialogue. Studies in Art Education,
55, 313-327.

AUTHOR BIOGRAPHY

Danny Wildemeersch is a Professor Emeritus of Social and Cultural Pedagogy at the
University of Leuven in Belgium. He is connected to the KU Leuven Laboratory for
Education and Society. His research focuses on a variety of themes such as intercultural
pedagogy, citizenship education, democratic practices, and adult education. He is a joint
editor of the European Journal for Research on the Education and Learning of Adults
(ESREA). He recently co-edited (with G. Biesta and M. Debie). Civic Learning,
Democratic Citizenship and the Public Sphere (Springer, 2014).



Revisiting Paulo Freire: Adult Education
for Emancipation

Emilio Lucio-Villegas

Abstract Lucio-Villegas presents a short review of Paulo Freire’s life and
works. After that, the chapter develops some Freirean key concepts addressed to
build an adult education for emancipation: culture, dialogue, literacy method,
the duality oppressor/oppressed, conscientisation, and the role of the educator.
Deriving from these key concepts, Lucio-Villegas considers the importance to
recuperate a liberating approach to adult education as opposed to the policies
and practices of Lifelong Learning which mainly focus on the labour market.
Conclusions are an attempt to update the relevance of Paulo Freire’s thought in
the current social and educational scenario, providing a new sight about the
legacy of the author of Pedagogy of the Oppressed in the path for shaping an
adult education for emancipation.

INTRODUCTION

It is very difficult to both imagine and understand education and adult educa-
tion in the last 60 years without considering the historical figure and Paulo
Freire’s works. His works began in the 1950s and continued until the end of the
century. His influence is decisive in the international scenario possibly because
Freire is not an educator in a narrow sense, but rather, we could consider him
more as a community and cultural worker committed to education as a way of
liberating people. This connection, between adult education and community
work, means that ‘it is not exaggeration to suggest that Freire was the seminal
architect of introducing critical theory into contemporary pedagogical dis-
course’ (Dale and Hyslop-Margison 2012: 1). It is possible to consider him as
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the most impressive representative of Radical Adult Education or Popular Adult
Education: a kind of educational struggle for Social Justice. This is a crucial
element in Freire’s work. Its relevance is unquestionable in a moment in which
the right to citizenship is in doubt—the situation of refugees from Syria, Libya,
and other countries in the Middle East and the response given by the European
Union, for instance—and when inequalities among people seem unstoppable,
while injustice and the neglect of people are a common landscape in our soci-
eties. In addition, the emergence of a narrative justifies every lack of solidarity as
a common thing in our societies.

In this sense, I think that this chapter may help us to rethink adult education
beyond the narrow walls that Lifelong Learning policies and practices are imposing
as a form of hegemonic view of adult education that is, at the same time, a poor
view in both conceptual and useful—for common people—terms. In the last 17
years, I have witnessed how these policies have narrowed adult education to a
worker and consumer education, but not to a citizenship education, forgetting the
ancient desire—coming at the least from the French revolution—of an education
for a better life that enables individuals to understand and change the world. Freire’
s thought (amongst other important contemporary thinkers such as Ettore Gelpi or
Raymond Williams, for instance) can help academics, adult and community edu-
cators, and practitioners to overcome the loss of autonomy and creativity force by
Lifelong Learning, and rebuild the dream of an adult education which focused on
providing educational responses to people’s needs and wishes.

First, I want to present in this chapter a short review of his life and works.
I think that a short narrative on Paulo Freire’s life can shed some light on his
significance. Later, I am going to focus on those that I consider central concepts
in his thought: culture, dialogue, literacy method, the oppressor and the
oppressed, conscientisation, and the educator. My last point is an attempt to
connect these ideas with the current situation. Basically, I will try to answer the
question: what is the relevance of Paulo Freire’s thought at the present time? The
chapter is an invitation to reflect on the current social, cultural, and educational
inequalities assuming Freire's contributions, but in a critical way.

Prior to analysing his work, I feel that it is important to stress that Freire’s
philosophical background is very diverse and—perhaps—very hybrid. For that, it
is possible to find works connecting Freire with other thinkers, such as the Italian
Marxist Antonio Gramsci (see Allman 1988; Coben 1998; Mayo 1999). Other
works tried to connect Freire to the German philosopher Jiirgen Habermas (see
Welton 1995; Torres and Morrow 2002) and to the Russian philologist Bakhtin
(Rule 2002). Feinberg and Torres (2001) stress the relationships between Dewey
and Freire when talking about democracy and citizenship. Dale and
Hyslop-Margison (2012) suggested influences derived, at very least, from Marx,
Sartre, and Aristotle. In a less explicit way, there is a growing work connecting
Freire and the Russian psychologist Vygotski (Gadotti 2005). However, in the
end, it seems that the most important influences come from ‘personalist thinkers
(John McMurray, Martin Buber, Emanuel Mounier)” (Kirkwood and
Lucio-Villegas 2012: 173).
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A SHORT REVIEW ON PAUuLO FREIRE’s LIFE AND WORKS

Paulo Reglus Neves Freire was born in Recife (Brazil) in 1921. In this short
review, I differentiate three different stages in his life.

The first period concerns his work in Brazil. He worked in several organi-
sations—public and private—making connections between culture and adult
literacy. This point is important, because Freire always connected literacy and
adult education with a most ample scenario. During this time, his work was
focused on the Division of Culture and Education at the Prefecture of Recife
and the Popular Culture Movement, also in Recife, among others (Rubens
2000; Gadotti 2005). This is also the incubation period for his early works that
included Pedagogy of the Oppressed which can be considered a general reference
for his whole educational theory and a reference to popular education too. This
stage was interrupted by the coup d’état in Brazil. In March 1964, the Brazilian
army revolted against the democratic president Joao Goulart, who was trying to
introduce some important changes either in the economy or in the cultural
terms, for instance, by encouraging people to become literate. At this moment,
Freire was participating in a Literacy National Programme (Rubens 2000). In
April 1964, he was dismissed from this position by the new government, he was
imprisoned for some weeks, and then he went into exile. This period is essential
in understanding his educational theory. The impact of Pedagogy of the
Oppressed was—and still is—impressive. From this moment, the author started
to reconsider and rewrite his work. It is also important to stress that the book I
previously mentioned was published when Freire was in exile.

The second period began with his exile in Bolivia, Chile, and the USA and
finally with his work in the World Council of Churches in Geneve (Switzerland).
According to Gadotti (2005), it is possible to differentiate two different
moments. The first is related to his time in Bolivia, Chile, and USA. This is very
important, because Edwucation: the Practice of Freedom was finished in Chile
(Gadotti 2005) and Pedagogy of Oppressed was also finished at this time—1968
—nbut first published in English and Spanish in 1970 (Gadotti 2005).

The second moment in this stage started when Freire moved to Geneve. This
period is, possibly, the moment of a wider application of his philosophy and
practice and the establishment of his international renown. His work in Geneve
enabled him to travel and connect with experiences and people working around
the world—mainly in African countries such as Guinea Bissau or Sao Tomé and
Principe, and Latin America as an advisor in literacy campaigns such as in
Nicaragua. This work is an important link with his own past, because these
countries were—in that moment—fighting for their independence as colonies
or to escape from post-colonialism.

The third step in his life is his return to Brazil in 1980. This last period is
characterised by his work as a teacher in several universities and as Secretary of
Education in the Prefecture of Sao Paulo from 1989 to 1991 (see Torres et al.
1998). At this time, Freire rewrote his own ideas and developed in practice a
participatory educational policy. Paulo Freire died in 1997 in Sao Paulo.
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It is possible to differentiate four different stages in his bibliography, not
necessarily in chronological order (Lucio-Villegas 2009). The first relates to his
early works in Brazil, but already published in the exile: Education: the Practice
of Freedom (1976), and, overall, Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1970), the book
most associated with him and that has been translated into more languages in
the world than any of his other works. This book can be considered a kind of
foundational essay in relation to Freire’s thought.

A second section can be named the spoken books phase. These are books made
with other thinkers—not only educators—which were created in a dialogical
way: Miles Horton; Ivan Illich; Antonio Faundez; Moacir Gadotti, etc. have all
collaborated with Freire in producing spoken books which are based on their
conversations. In these books, we can see the process of dialogue and
problem-posing education in action (see, among others, Freire et al. 2001).

His third period is represented by books in which Freire reflects on his own
thought, rewriting and adapting his earlier ideas: Pedagogy of Hope (1994) and
Pedagogy of the City (1993) are two examples. This section has a specific tem-
porality, because they are the books produced after Freire returned to Brazil
from the years of exile. The fourth, and last moment, concerns his books related
to experiences: Pedagogy in Process (1978), in relation to his work as an adviser
in Guinea Bissau, Extension or Communication (1973), about his time in Chile,
and some others.

In short, it is possible to affirm that the experiences in the first period of his
life provided the general framework for his fundamental publications. The time
of his exile, taking into account Gadotti’s (2005) contributions, is replete with
practical contributions, because his books are, in some cases, clearly connected
to concrete experiences.

In chronological terms, the last period—his return to Brazil—could be
considered a teaching period, but also political. It is also a period of reflection
on his work. This is possible thanks to his international renown that it is
indebted to Pedagogy of the Oppressed. That is a kind of circle which was
closed, opened, closed, and perhaps opened once again when the Paulo Freire
Institute in Brazil was created in 1991 (see www.paulofreire.org).

Key CoONCEPTS FOR REVISITING PAULO FREIRE

As I have mentioned in the introduction, I consider that some of Freire’s key
elements could be useful to both situate and heighten the importance of his
ideas at the present time. As I have also affirmed in the introduction, these key
ideas, in my opinion, are: culture, dialogue, literacy method, the oppressor and
the oppressed, the process of conscientisation, and the educator.

These key concepts are presented in Paulo Freire’s whole educational theory.
The concept of culture is presented from the very beginning when he states that
the processes of democratisation mean, among other aspects, the democrati-
sation of the culture (Freire 1986). Dialogue is the core of his philosophy and
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methodology. The methodological approach to education and the concept of
literacy as more than repeated words are the distinctive features from Pedagogy
of the Oppressed or maybe before. The organisation of teaching processes,
around the generative words (Freire 1970, 1986), addressed the process of
conscientisation as the major aim of the educational process. As Kincheloe
(2008) stated: ‘For the critically conscious thinker, education involves engaging
in the continuous improvement of self and reality’ (p. 78).

The duality of oppressed and oppressor means that the educational process is
one of liberation for people involved in it. Finally, if adult education—for the
educator—is more than a job (Williams 1961), we shall define an adult educator
who committed to organising practices that are aimed at raising people’s
awareness and emancipation. As Freire stated: ‘the role of the educator is
basically to dialogue with the illiterate, offering [to her or to him] simply the
skills through which they can become literate by themselves’ (1986: 108).

I am going to briefly present each one including a short comment on the
importance of a liberating adult education as opposed to the dominant tendency
focused on the policies and practices of Lifelong Learning.

Culture

Freire considered culture as a part of the humanisation process. This humani-
sation process means, among other things, that people can leave the so-called
Culture of Silence: some forms of domination that impede individuals and
communities from expressing themselves.

The concept of Culture of Silence is very important in understanding the idea
of culture in Freire, as I affirmed above. He considered that a process of political
democratisation needs a process of democratisation of the culture and it means
the recognition of popular culture as opposed to a culture of the elite. This can
only be done thanks to an educational process.

The learning of both writing and reading is to introduce the illiterate in the
communicative world of writing [...] starting from this, the illiterate can change
their previous flairs. They can self-discover critically as creators of culture. (Freire
1986: 105-106)

In this way, for people discovering themselves as creators of culture, a work
(Moore 1995), which I briefly describe, could be a possible reference. He
analysed ways for teaching normative English that used by two young immi-
grants called Abdul and Mashud. Although Abdul and Mashud have and know
some rudiments in reading and writing in Bangladeshi and English, they come
from a primarily oral culture.

During the construction of a love story, Abdul is asked about the truth of
what he is saying. The teacher guiding him in this task finds it hard to believe his
narrative. Moore points out that the teacher questions the universe of Abdul’s
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realities. It is impossible to escape from the Culture of Silence when people feel
that their realities, whether lived or felt, are being challenged.

Mashud, however, found greater freedom in writing the narrative of his life
story. At least, and this is the essence of the argument, no one questioned the
truthfulness of his story. Mashud was told, shown, and given clues and ways to
discover a number of elements that improved his writing.

As Freire affirmed, ‘literacy cannot be done from up to down, as a donation
or an imposition, but from inside to outside, by the same illiterate, and with the
support of the educator’ (1986: 108).

According to Souza (2007), the process of cultural expression is connected
to the process of collectively creating knowledge. Souza also considers that the
culture in Freire has to be approached from a multicultural perspective.

Inside the classroom, this multicultural Freirean postulate/concept can, even,
contribute to identifying the kind of relations among different students that come
from diverse cultures and to perceive relations among differing written and oral
views of the same culture. (2007: 197)

However, the most important thing here is, in my opinion, that the concept of
culture understood as people’s views of life is presented in the works by Paulo
Freire from the very beginning. In Education: the Practice of Freedom he stated:

Recognise, after the first situation, the two worlds—one from the nature and the
other the men’s [sic] role and the culture in these two worlds—it follows another
situation where the cultural domain is both clarified and amplified. (Freire 1986:
107)

Thus, the notion of culture in Freire seems to be closely connected to the
development of people either in individual or in collective terms. This enables us
to consider the relevance of Freire’s thought to fight against the dominant
tendency to alienate the cultural life and the loss of either individual or collective
identity that is deriving from the processes of globalisation and standardisation
which we are currently facing in almost all areas of life. This can be done
through dialogue as the major educational skill in the Freirean approach.

Dialogue

This is the core of both Freire’s philosophy and methodology. Dialogue
guarantees communication and establishes education as a cooperative process
characterised by social interactions between people in which new knowledge is
created by joining and sharing the knowledge that people have. Dialogue means
multiple voices and multiple directions. In this multiple dialogue, knowledge is
produced at the same time that dialogue takes place. For that, dialogue con-
siders people as social human beings and not as recipients. It is the essence of
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liberating education. Dialogue is, in this sense, the starting point in building a
liberating education. As Park (2001) states:

Dialogue, in particular, looms large as an important methodological link among
the activities pursued because of its existential significance for human life. More
than a technical means to an end, it is an expression of the human condition that
impels people to come together. (p. 81)

According to Freire (1970), teaching and learning are the two steps in the
process of creating knowledge: the teacher is a learner and the learner becomes a
teacher. Freire stresses that doing a collaborative work means to include com-
munity members to ground the work in people’s daily lives. This process of
dialogue that becomes conscientisation is made through the double process of
codification and decoding. When codifying and decoding, people undertake a
collective work based on both cooperation and experience. In this process,
people’s knowledge emerges, creating a new one based on the surrounding
reality.

In my opinion, two different aspects are important in this process of dialogue.
The first is to stress that it means to organise teaching in a total different way. If
adult education classrooms are places where people share both life and expe-
riences, teaching processes have to connect these lives and experiences and to
extract from them the content of teaching. It can be said that the essence of
dialogue is in the process of codifying and decoding when content and curricula
are defining (see Kirkwood and Kirkwood 2011, for example, on the process of
constructing generative themes).

A second important matter is that knowledge is collectively created. As Park
states when relating the Freirean approach to Participatory Research:

Dialogue occupies a central position as inquiry in pursuing the three objectives of
participatory research, and the knowledge associated with them, by making it
possible for participants to create a social space in which they can share experiences
and information, create common meanings and forge concerted actions together.
(2001: 81)

Dialogue awakens the so-called popular knowledge, knowledge that people
have stored up, and knowledge that is really useful for their life.

Dialogue faces the traditional structure of teaching by confronting people’s
knowledge to ‘official” knowledge and, in this process, creating a new knowl-
edge. In a moment of extreme regulations and when teaching processes are in
the narrow focus of creating a disciplinary manpower, dialogue offers us the
opportunity to work in a different way.

On the other hand, in a school—and in a society—that seems to lose the
importance of education as a social activity, dialogue enables individuals to
create ‘open and trusting relationships between two or more people...One
important aspect of dialogue is its ability to build social and emotionally caring
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relationships between people’ (Dale and Hyslop-Margison 2012: 4). Dialogue
addressed to organise the literacy process in a specific direction and also means
to rethink the role of the educator as I refer to later.

Litevacy ‘Method’

This is one of the distinctiveness in Freire’s thought and it also is one of the
most well-known aspects. On the other hand, it is where most of the mechanics
of Freire’s understandings are taking place. As Fernandez (2001) states:

Paulo Freire’s method was born as an instrument to make literate and to educate
adult peasants or people living in working-class neighbourhood with the aim of
preparing them to participate in both social and political life. (p. 327)

It is also important to stress that Freire never clearly described the method.
According to Dale and Hyslop-Margison: ‘Freire did not formulate a repro-
ducible method for applied technical instruction of the type that dominates
traditional teacher educational programs. His intention was the opposite’
(2012: 71). In my opinion, the best formulation of Freire’s literacy method was
done by Brandio (1981) and not by Freire himself. This diffuse definition of the
method has generated some critics. It has been considered that Freire did not
define his method beyond theoretical and epistemological elements (Fernandez
2001). This is true in a certain sense, because from Education: the Practice of
Freedom we can find an explanation about concrete generative words and
generative themes. However, on the contrary, in my personal view, I think that
it is possible to affirm that Freire pointed out the essence of the method: dia-
logue and people’s everyday life as a starting point. From these, the word and
the world are created and recreated.

Thus, literacy method is not merely a way to learn letters, words, or sentences.
The starting point is always people’s real situations and experiences shared
through dialogue. From this departure point, people can build the meanings of
their own surrounding world. The literacy method makes sense within the
bounds of a concrete territory—physical and symbolic. People in literacy pro-
cesses become learners of their own everyday life. In this sense, to ‘say their word’
is to speak about the world, defined as the context where people live, in coop-
eration with others through dialogue. In the literacy method, words are more
than a simple skill. Words are doors opened in order to understand the world and
change it. As Gadotti (2005) suggests, the most important thing in the literacy
process is the social meaning that words have for the whole group.

The major aim of literacy processes is the emancipation from the restrictive
view of a school and knowledge only addressed to teaching about resignation and
not about possible futures, about hope. In this sense, it can be said that the
literacy method enables people to understand their own situation and to build
processes for creating citizenship. From his early works, Freire connected literacy
to the right to vote as a way of becoming a citizen, beyond a simple technology to
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communicate. In the work done during the time of the Participatory Budget
experiment at the city of Seville, the literacy processes were also related to
encouraging people to actively participate in analysing their surrounding reality
and change it. For that, I have named these literacy processes as Participatory
Literacy (Lucio-Villegas et al. 2009; Lucio-Villegas 2015).

Two elements can be relevant here in revisiting Freire. The first is related to a
kind of mechanical mise en scéne of Freire methods. The second is about its
usefulness today, taking into account who can be considered as illiterate in our
western societies.

Implementation of Freire literacy method means both a strong sense of
democracy and the belief in popular knowledge and in people’s abilities to deal
with their problems and look for solutions in a cooperative way. Mechanical
interpretations are based on two different approaches. On the one hand, the
approach considers literacy as a linguistic skill to communicate—the case, for
instance, of digital literacy in the most restrictive and narrow perspective. It
forgets the most important fact: literacy is a skill to understand the world and
change it in cooperation with others. Literacy is, overall, an open door to the
world. This also means that literacy processes start from people’s real situations.
One example: the literacy reader—in Freire approach—is only elaborated after
the listening phase, never before. It derives from the real interest of the people
in a specific environment—their own community that is different from other
communities.

On the other hand, as Gadotti states ‘the traditional literacy reader, with its
contents prepared to transfer them to the learner, ignore the formative and
creative role that the educator plays’ (2005: 47). I will return to the role of the
educator at the end of this section devoted to key concepts, but now, I want to
stress that the literacy method enables people—learners and teachers—to leave
the Culture of Silence and restores the dignity of the teacher’s work.

Some methodologies—with significant success in Latin America—such as the
Cuban literacy method ‘Yes, I can do it’ (Yo, sf puedo in Spanish)—can be
discussed from the perspective of these Freirean approaches related to the
teaching materials. They are the same in Nicaragua and in the Poligono Norte in
the city of Seville in Spain. This approach also means that good practices, as they
are presented in Lifelong Learning policies and practices, are a way to reduce
the reality and to narrow the richness of educational practices truly committed
to the transformation of people’s daily life.

This mechanical interpretation of Freire’s methodology is also presented in a
kind of reductionism considering that the literacy method is only valid for adult
people. There are some interesting experiences in the application of the method
with children in primary school (e.g., Leite and Duarte 2010). I would like to
stress here that—facing the hegemonic view in adult education today—the most
important thing when working in a Freirean perspective are the processes that
people undertake to become more aware of their life conditions. Walking
alongside with others—adults or children—is a way of helping people to
become literate.



160 E. LUCIO-VILLEGAS

A second issue that connects us to the duality oppressor/oppressed searches
for an answer to the question: who can be considered illiterate today?
Anthropologists such as Goody (1986, 1987) have studied the cultural changes
taking place in various societies as a result of the introduction of systems of
written communication. These cultural changes, in turn, raise new requirements
that must be considered in determining the condition of the literate or illiterate.

What was said by Londono more than 20 years ago is, unfortunately,
effective today. Referring to the functionally illiterate, he said:

Functional illiterates are the working class children, youth, and adults of the popular
sectors who share socio-economic, political and cultural deprivation, lack of edu-
cation and limitation in understanding, fluency in the use of the written language, in
maths and calculation, and in the basic aspects of social and cultural formation, to
face the challenges of modernisation, scientific-technical development and, above all,
the necessary changes in their conditions of existence. (1990: 52)

Londono’s statement drives us to the possibility to judge illiteracy as a form of
oppression. At the present time, we can find several forms of illiteracy, but all of
them are related to common people living in the Culture of Silence in their
communities. The current policies and practices of Lifelong Learning seem to
have forgotten that an illiterate is somebody that is not able to understand their
surrounding environment. For instance, in my own work connected to the
Participatory Budget experiment at the city of Seville, the major challenge was
to connect literacy and citizenship by enabling people to understand the par-
ticipatory budget’s rules to take part in the district assemblies and present
proposals concerning their neighbourhood (Lucio-Villegas et al. 2009).

In short, it seems that there are different kinds of illiterate people, and
therefore, we can consider—and this is another matter—the different options
and possibilities of both building and developing literacy processes, always
linked to the context and needs of different and diverse people.

However, there is also another important question on this matter of literacies
and illiterate people. For Garton and Pratt (1991), literacy has to do with the
development of spoken language. It is true that all the studies of these authors
are related to learning in primary school, but the fact remains that forms of
expression and communication related to orality have been abandoned.

In addition, here, it is possible to find another critique to Freire’s work. Some
authors (e.g., Coben 1998) have suggested that Freire forgot orality as a pri-
mary and vital part of people’s communicative skills. In fact, it is true that Freire
always stressed the act of reading and the importance of writing, but, on the
other hand, he always contemplated real people’s existing situation as the
starting point for educational intervention. This means that—in a lot of
opportunities—orality is the starting point for literacy work. In addition, dia-
logue—the essential key element in Freire’s methodology—is constructed and
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conducted thanks to orality. Freire says: ‘In adult literacy, like in post literacy,
the domain of both oral and written language is one of the dimensions in the
process of expression’ (1984: 54). In fact, both generative words and generative
themes were derived from the study of people’s oral universe in the so-called
listening phase (Freire 1970). This reflection on literacies and illiterates drives us
to the focal point of the unequal relations in society.

The Oppressor and the Oppressed

According to Dale and Hyslop-Margison (2012), Freire collected this dual
concept from Marx and specifically from the duality between owners and
workers. However, Freire also derived it from the so-called youngy Marx (e.g.,
Marx 1975) and his explanation about the relations of dominance in every
domain of life and not only in economic terms. In fact, from his early works,
Freire considered the educational process as one of liberation that has to allow
people—as I noted before—to move away from the Culture of Silence and to
learn the experience and confidence to say their own word. To maintain the
oppression, the prevailing sectors in society sustain an educational system that
Freire (1970) called banking education: deposits are made; rules are given; and
knowledge is memorised not built. All these kinds of things perpetuate people
in a state of alienation. To turn this around, his proposal is for a liberating
education that supports people to say their own word /world. This means that
people can express their dreams, desires, and hopes to find ways to act on these.
According to Freire (1970), banking education is characterised as follows:

The teacher teaches and the students are taught.

The teacher knows everything and the students know nothing.

The teacher thinks and the students are thought about.

The teacher talks and the students listen—meekly.

The teacher disciplines and the students are disciplined.

The teacher chooses and enforces his choice, and the students comply.
The teacher acts and the students have the illusion of acting through the
action of the teacher.

The teacher chooses the program content, and the students (who were not
consulted) adapt to it.

9. The teacher confuses the authority of knowledge with his or her own
professional authority, which she and he set in opposition to the freedom of
the students.

10. The teacher is the Subject of the learning process, while the pupils are mere
objects (p. 73, capital letters in the original).

NG w

*

Liberating education is related to the process of conscientisation (see the
next item in this section) and the way to reach autonomy and emancipation.
Freire talked about humanisation:
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Authentic liberation—the process of humanization—is not another deposit to be
made in men [sic]. Liberation is praxis: the action and reflection of men and
women upon their world in order to transform it. Those truly committed to the
cause of liberation can accept neither the mechanistic concept of consciousness as
an empty vessel to be filled, nor the use of banking methods of domination
(propaganda, slogans—deposits) in the name of liberation. (1970: 79)

Finally, Freire establishes a clear difference between banking and liberating
education that it is rooted on a methodology which is based on problem posing;:

Problem-posing education, as a humanist and liberating praxis, posits as funda-
mental that the people subjected to domination must fight for their emancipation.
To that end, it enables teachers and students to become Subjects of the educa-
tional process by overcoming authoritarianism and an alienating intellectualism; it
also enables people to overcome their false perception of reality. (1970: 86, capital
letters in the original)

The question now is: who are the oppressed people today? Our social situation is
characterised by the increase of social inequities, the loss of rights, not only eco-
nomics but rights such as citizenship, or the deterioration of public services and
the Welfare State. For these, I think that the Freirean concept of oppressed is an
element that enables us to analyse social inequalities and acts of injustice. I would
like to stress here the importance of analysing the new forms of oppression that we
can find—among others—in the process of expelling important sectors of popu-
lation from those that it is possible to define as a life with dignity and plenitude. To
face this situation, Freire proposed to undertake a process to enable people to
become more conscious of their situation and change it.

Paulo Freire primarily considered the oppressed as peasants without land
(Freire 1973; hooks 2003). Deriving from it, some critiques have been pre-
sented to the concept of oppression and about who can be considered as
oppressed. Feminists have been very critical, because Freire did not introduce
gender as an element of oppression (e.g., Coben 1998; hooks 2003). This last
author states that Freire, as other thinkers, has built a liberating paradigm
presenting freedom and patriarchy as the same thing. However, she also adds,
talking about Freire’s legacy: ‘to have a work that encourages liberation is so
powerful gift, that it doesn’t matter if the gift has any faults’ (hooks 2003: 196).

The most important thing here seems to be that the analysis of oppression
must go beyond traditional class analysis and, overall, that the oppressed can
become aware of their oppression—and change this for one of liberation—by
the process that Freire called conscientisation.

Conscientisation

This is the most controversial concept in all of Freire’s thought. According to
Kirkwood and Kirkwood (2011), it can be defined as
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The process by which people are stimulated and encouraged to explore their reality
and their awareness of it, so that their understanding of both reality and their own
consciousness is deepened, and they begin to engage in praxss. (p. 172, italic type in
the original)

It is related to concepts above as oppression. Freire stopped using it for a while,
because he considered that it might be understood mainly in an epistemological
sense: a man or a woman oppressed could be conscious about their own
oppression in an intellectual way, and he or she can create some knowledge
about this situation. As Torres (2007) affirmed:

Paulo Freire adopted the notion of conscientisation in his work and he launched a
huge challenge to authoritarian and banking education, but he abandoned its use
when he saw that it had been used as a guise to make up the implementation of an
instrumental rationality under the disguise of a radical education. (p. 216)

For this, it is important to stress that Freire always uses the concept of con-
scientisation to make reference not only to the knowledge that a group of
people have, but, beyond this, conscience is shaped in a process of investigation
and changes—deriving from this process—concerning their own reality. In this
process, each person, through dialogue, meets with other people and can move
from a magical conscience to a critical one. We can say that conscientisation is a
process and not a stage. In this path, Freire named different steps (Freire 1970;
Barreiro 1986): magical consciousness where fate and inevitability are dominant
in people’s understanding, naive consciousness which involves some under-
standing of the context in which events occur, but the analysis is shallow, and
finally, critical consciousness where deeper and contextual analyses are evident.
Conscientisation is more than merely consciousness rising; it also implies the
need to act on what is known. However, the most important element that I
want to stress is that conscientisation is shaped in the forge of everyday liber-
ating actions that allow people not only to be conscious about their alienation,
but changing the situations that are the cause of it. It can be said that this
process of becoming conscious is also the long and winding road to
emancipation.

The Educator

The role of the educator in a Freirean perspective has been undertaken from
different perspectives. Sometimes, it was affirmed that Freire overturned the role
of the educator by considering that educator and student are the same. It is not
true. There are differences between educator and students and even between
educators themselves. As Freire stated: ‘There must be radical differences
between left-wing and right-wing educators in their use of the same slide
projector’ (1984: 45).
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According to Rubens (2000), the educator’s model that derives from Freire’s
philosophy and methodology could be considered nearest to the reflective
practitioner defined by authors such as Stenhouse (1987) as

a thoughtful gardener, whose work is not determined by economic interests, but
rather by his devotion. He wants his plants to grow and knows how to treat them
one by one. He may, no doubt, have a hundred different plants and yet he knows
how to accord a differentiated treatment to each of them, pruning his rose bushes,
but not his Tonka bean tree. (p. 53)

This statement drives us to reflect on the consequences of the educational
processes as one of the major characteristics that are defining the current situ-
ation. I think that the educator should be more concerned about people than
for tasks, aims, objectives, competencies, or benchmarks. I also think that the
educator is always living on the edge, taking the risk to err but always learning
from these mistakes to do their job as best as possible. In addition, of course, it
is far away from the current policies and practices of Lifelong Learning that
made—and still makes—the educator to disappear and change him or her into a
practitioner, whose tasks are ‘to accompany individuals on their unique journey
through life’ (CEC 2000: 17). In this line, it is also possible to find the attempt
to dismiss our role as an educator to a role of guidance and counselling:

The future role of guidance and counselling professionals could be described as
‘brokerage’. With the client’s interests in the forefront, the ‘guidance broker’ is
able to call on and tailor a wide range of information in order to help decide on the
best course of action for the future. (CEC 2000: 16)

Against this reductionist, the idea of an educator, in Freire terms, is more related
to the attempt to build—teachers and learners join together—different social
relations based on justice and equity (Finger and Astn 2001).

In this direction, rethinking the role of the educator means, in my opinion, to
restore the dignity and autonomy to do their work in a way that enables the
educator to emancipate from the restrictions of the narrow framework that
Lifelong Learning is shaping.

CONCLUSIONS

To finish this chapter, I would like to present some reflections on Paulo Freire’s
contributions to rethink adult education today.

In the first place, I think that it is important to consider—and at the same
time being very careful—the uncritical acceptance of Freire’s ideas. There is a
kind of myth saying that his ideas could be useful in whatever context and
situation as they are, without the necessity to reflect on them or to contemplate
the way to adapt them to a specific context. By referring to Karl Marx, the
historian Eric Hobsbawm (1997) used the Japanese notion of Semses: an
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intellectual master who we have profoundly indebted, a person for whom we
show public respect but never uncritical. I have the feeling that, in some
occasions, Freire’s thought is used, out of its historical, cultural, and social
context, where it was born, as a kind of indisputable truth. In this sense, I think
that it could be interesting to return to Freire himself and follow his advice
when he invited us to read a book in a critical way, to read a book adapting it to
our own context (Freire 1985). This myth about Freire has also shadowed other
important thinkers in adult education. Ettore Gelpi or Raymond Williams could
be two examples of this.

The current social situation is—in my opinion—characterised by a globali-
sation process that limits the capacity of individuals to maintain their social and
cultural identity and consigns people and culture to the oblivion. It is also
characterised by an increase in social injustices, for an educational system
anchored in homogenisation, and the search for standards and benchmarks.

Hardt and Negri (2005) have named this social situation as Empire. Here, 1
stress three major ideas. First, it is a response to the attempts of the working
class to change the world. Empire tries to stop the cooperative work of the
multitude, because resistance that struggles to preserve this cooperative work
can shape another whole social life. Second is the notion of non-place for
exploitation: Empire tries to dominate life as a whole. The place to exploit
people is a non-place, because it is the entirety of social life, relationships, and
people’s dreams. In short, Empire has turned all life into productive life. The
third idea is in relation to immaterial work: ‘In post modernity, accumulated
social wealth is more and more immaterial, including social relationships,
communicational and informational systems, and emotional nets’ (Hardt and
Negri 2005: 281).

Social inequalities have an important economic background, and sometimes,
education is presented as a kind of miraculous solution against them. However,
education is not the only answer to every social problem. We have to look for
responses and changes at the microlevel of communities and villages. In this
direction, the concept of conscientisation that Freire used, abandoned, and
recovered afterwards at the end of his works enables us to remember that the
conscientisation on the causes of injustices is only possible from transformative
social actions in contexts where our daily life takes place with others. We cannot
change anything if we are not able to act in these quotidian and nearest places.
For instance, if we are living in an endless war (Hardt and Negri 2004 ), we have
to avoid the use of symbolic violence in our teaching. This could be a small
change at microlevel in the quotidian life of millions of young people.

Culture, in the Freirean approach, is a collective construction linked to these
social contexts where people live at the same time that culture is created. This
concept of culture is essential to understand how we can resist globalisation
processes that aspire to unify all the diversity in only one and dominant culture
that becomes dehumanised. This culture forgets the local, the quotidian, and
the things that have made sense and significance in the life of the people and
instead presents these traditional and local forms as both backward and
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obsolete. The idea of culture, as a humanised and social process, against the
Culture of Silence that the prevailing sectors of society want to impose to
everybody, is today an urgent task to preserve the cultural diversity that enriches
and dignifies the life of the people and their communities.

The ignoble reductionist considering a person as only a producer or con-
sumer and not as a human being has created an educational system based on the
transmission of content only valid as workforce but not for living. The Freirean
notion of dialogue is totally opposed to this reductionism. Dialogue should
allow the presence of a diversity of knowledge that is related to people’s
experiences. Dialogue impedes the homogenisation of the educational situa-
tions. Each educational process is unique and is adequate to the specific situa-
tion where individuals are living. Dialogue, as well, is the guarantee to
recuperate education as space—not only for hope—of collective creation and
recreation of the world, reflecting on it and undertaken actions to change it. In
this way, education helps us to create different social relations based on the
justice, participation, equity, and creativity.

I would like to finish this chapter quoting a statement extracted from Torres
(2007) that could be a good conclusion in rethinking Freire’s legacy today:

The contribution that Paulo Freire afforded us is a pedagogy that expanded our
perception of the world, nourished our compromise with social transformation,
enlightened our understanding of both the causes and consequences of human
suffering, and inspired and flared up both an ethical and utopian pedagogy
addressed to social change. (p. 218)

NoOTE

1. For quotations, I have always used the Spanish version of the book (see
references).
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Learning and Experience: A Psycho-Societal
Approach

Henning Salling Olesen

Abstract This chapter introduces a psycho-societal approach to theorizing
learning, combining a materialist theory of socialization with a hermeneutic
interpretation methodology. The term ‘approach’ indicates the intrinsic con-
nection between theory, empirical research process, and epistemic subject.
Learning is theorized as a dynamic subjective experience of (socially situated)
realities, relying on individual subjectivity as well as subjective aspects of social
interaction. This psycho-societal theory of subjective experiences conceptualizes
individual psychic development as interactional experience of societal relations,
producing an inner psycho-dynamics as a conscious and unconscious individual
resource in future life. The symbolization of immediate sensory experiences
forms an individual life experience of social integration, and language use being
the medium of collective, social experience (knowledge, culture). This life
experience remains a (hidden) potential in all future experience building.

INTRODUCTION

This chapter introduces a psycho-societal approach to theorizing learning,
combining a materialist theory of socialization with a hermeneutic interpreta-
tion methodology. The term ‘approach’ indicates the intrinsic connection
between the theory, the empirical research process, and the epistemic subject.
This theory of learning was initially developed from a critique of the traditional
pedagogical theory, based on a wider conception of experience building (Salling
Olesen 1989, 2007¢). We wanted to develop a methodology for understanding
people’s learning motives—and resistances—in the context of their past, pre-
sent, and future life experiences, in which the totality of their everyday life world
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and basic societal conditions are condensed. Learning is theorized as a dynamic
subjective experience of (socially situated) realities, relying on individual sub-
jectivity as well as subjective aspects of social interaction. Here, societal relations
play a role not only ‘from the outside’, shaping the social situation and situating
the object of experience, but also ‘from the inside’, by the societal production of
the learner subject that has taken place throughout his/her life history.

This psycho-societal theory of subjective experiences is a material socializa-
tion theory—seeing individual psychic development as an interactional experi-
ence of societal relations and producing an inner psycho-dynamics as a
conscious and unconscious individual resource, and this life experience remains
a (hidden) potential in all future experience building. The symbolization of
immediate sensory experiences forms an individual life experience of social
integration, since language use is the medium of collective, social experience
(knowledge and culture). Emotional and cognitive processes are closely inter-
woven, being aspects of subjective processing of cultural meaning and societal
conditions. Their interweaving in the individual’s life history enables us to study
subjective aspects of symbolic activity and language use and their relation to
lived experience.

Paradigmatically, this is a mediation or synthesis of critical theory of society
and the symbol interpretational focus in psychoanalysis. In this chapter, the
intention is to bring this back to the field of education and learning, and unfold
the consequences for the understanding of learning processes of different kinds.
The object of study is primarily learning in everyday life, with a secondary,
derived perspective on intentional and formal educational activities. This
framework will also have consequences for the understanding of knowledge—
using a psycho-social reconfiguration of the notion of language games from
Wittgenstein to theorize knowledge as embedded in socio-material practices. It
will enable a knowledge sociology perspective on educational curricula and the
subject organization of formal education. It will also involve perspectives for
understanding identities related to knowledge and learning, such as the learning
processes associated with specific social practices such as professional and craft
work.

Drawing on important developments in contemporary learning theory, this
chapter will establish an understanding of learning within the concept of
experience, relating it to basic societal structures as well as to the individual
everyday life history of learners. After this, a methodology for the empirical
study of learning and experiences is presented, accompanied by theoretical
insights from a materialist socialization theory which enables an understanding
of the dialectic relation between individual sensory experiences and cultural
symbolization in the form of language. The individual learning process is related
to cultural processes of critique and articulation by the notion of ‘ideology
critique’ in critical theory and its search for utopian potentials in everyday social
life. The final section returns to learning in a more narrow sense, using examples
to argue that the methodology and theory presented will enable a new and
deeper understanding of learning processes.
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LEARNING AS A SocIAL AND CULTURAL PROCESS

Theorizing learning has previously been the business of schools and the disci-
pline of education. Educational thinking has dealt with issues ranging from the
philosophy and rationales of education to the very technical issues of efficient
teaching and teacher training, but its horizon has been defined by formal or
non-formal education and training. The implicit or explicit theory of learning
has assumed a learning outcome, practically confined to individuals, as the result
of teaching transmitting certain knowledge, skills, and even attitudes or values.
Most learning research has accordingly been instrumentalised by the perspec-
tives of this cumulative, transfer-oriented idea of learning. Development psy-
chology, instructional psychology, educational management, and theories of
curriculum have been prevailing theoretical frameworks—and when widening
the scope of attention to students’ ‘reality’ or past experiences, mostly used as a
tool for more efficient education and training.

In recent years, learning research has developed beyond this psychological
and educational framework. A shift in societal thinking on the importance of
learning and human resource development has been labelled ‘lifelong learning’
in policy agendas, pointing to the need and the opportunity for learning in all
phases and spheres of life. Several other more or less independent developments
have drawn attention to learning processes in diverse settings, far away from
formal or non-formal education and training. Furthermore, an entirely new
situation of access to knowledge and communication technologies and the
introduction of different forms of blended and remote learning formats have
drawn attention to ‘learning without teaching’. We might speak of an emerging
‘Copernican turn’, redefining the very object of research by seeing learning as
an aspect of social processes which are structured by something entirely dif-
ferent. This shift has been particularly clear in relation to adults’ learning,
directly interfering with work-related education and training, but it can also be
expected to affect school and academic education.

Industry’s increasing interest in human resources has boosted interest in
broader theories of learning and subjectivity. Policy-driven thinking is looking
for the potentials and the needs for learning in every aspect of everyday life,
speaking of human resources, competence, or specific skills. Correspondingly,
learning research now includes studies involving many of these learning envi-
ronments—work life, everyday life interaction, cultural practices, social work,
and medical practice—and looking at learning as an aspect of these domains of
social life. In this way, learning research transcends the fundamental scheme of
education in which institutions/teachers intentionally nurture the learning
processes. Theories of education and training will now need to understand
learning within education in relation to learning and experiences in people’s
lives as a whole.

Many of the new learning studies lean on the logics of various fields of
practice and are mostly also under-theorized. They often remain ‘ideological” in
the sense that they deal with truly important and novel issues in a very abstract
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way, when discussing learning in general, in contexts of ‘organization’, ‘tools’,
‘knowledge’, and ‘practices’, not to mention ‘creativity’ and ‘innovation’,
without further specification. A critical theory of learning should lead to more
fundamental theorizing than just re-describing social environments with new
learning categories, or establishing metaphorical ‘floating signifiers’. It should
maintain a focus on understanding the learning processes themselves, but also
reflect the societal dynamics and interests involved in this redefinition of the
research horizon. It should also enable a critical awareness of the limitations on
human development and autonomy that these societal dynamics may entail and
work out ideas about richer, better, and more democratic learning practices.

However, there are also substantially theorizing trends in learning research
informed by these developments. I shall briefly comment on some of the most
important trends.

One development is to conceptualize learning in the context of social
practice. Inspired by anthropological thinking about cultural transmission, we
may see learning as the gradual inclusion in a community of practice, i.e. a
group of people whose shared practice also forms a cultural framework and
meaning making (Lave and Wenger 1991). This development has been very
important as a critical perspective on teaching. However, the early anthropo-
logical or cultural theories of learning have—rightly, I think—Dbeen criticized for
a conservative bias, because they tend to mould the learning process in the
forms of the established practice or organization under consideration, often a
workplace. While the subjective meaning of the immediate workplace context is
obvious, the fact that ‘work’ is a societal life condition for most learners, and the
meanings and conflicts following from this, receive little attention. The societal
outlook is rather narrow. Wenger (1998) seems to go beyond this problem by
generalizing the notion of community of practice, so that in his sense, it is not
necessarily a specific social context. In his model, learning is connected with the
trajectory of the learning individual within, across, and between a number of
communities in which (s)he participates and negotiates meaning and identity.
However, it remains very vague how community of practice applies to all the
interesting—and conflicting—social affiliations of the worker in, and in relation
to, the workplace: formal organization of a company, informal organization(s)
at the workplace, professional affiliations, trade union, and family situation. In
practical analytical applications of the concepts, however, there is a tendency to
identify the community that enables the subjective meaning making as one
specific organization, work process, or location. Wenger’s point of the trajectory
across different communities of practice, and the potential conflicts between
them, is often lost in application.

The vagueness may also become a virtue in a more systems’ theory-oriented
approach of cultural learning theory, opening a perspective on general systems
and broader historical transitions, as in Finnish researcher Yrjo Engestrom’s
activity theory. Locating learning processes in complex social relations such as
networks and institutions is obviously inspiring for organization and manage-
ment research, but it leaves little theoretical trace of the dialectic between
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particular (individual) perspectives and soci(et)al forms of meaning making.
Furthermore, it does not account for a wider societal context than the orga-
nizational totality of the functionality (or dysfunctionality) of systems—which
was the important innovation anthropological or cultural theory brought into
learning theory in the first place.

The anthropological inspiration has drawn attention to the implicit content
of learning, but it does not provide good answers to some of the other
important questions in relation to learning: what are the driving forces and
dynamics of the process? In what way does the learner make meaning of and
‘negotiate’ his/her identity in existing social communities, and when can we say
that this continuing modification of identity and meaning making has the
quality of learning, not just of change? In fact, it may be questioned whether
there is a theory of learning, or rather a relevant account of (parts of) the social
context in which learning may take place. Creating a proper theory of learning
requires theorizing the learner as a subject in its own right, and the processes
that s/he is undergoing in the interaction with and inclusion in the cultural
environment (the learner not necessarily being a person).

Psychological theorizing has its point of departure in the individual. Until
now, it has seemed difficult to connect the attention to social context in learning
theory with the concepts of the individual learner and learning potential avail-
able in learning psychology and cognitive science, which has been strongly
influenced by the works of Jean Piaget. However, it has been attempted, and
some contributions are more rewarding than others. Stephen Billett, in his book
on workplace learning (Billett 2001), refers—critically, however—to the con-
cepts of situated learning to frame the learning within the workplace, while also
seeing learning as the result of problem solving in work processes in the analysis
of concrete cases. The important insights, namely, the attention to the agency of
the learner, and the socially embedded and material nature of learning, are eye
opening in the context of the theme of promoting learning in the workplace.
They emphasize the fact that workers are agents of learning enabled or enforced
by the workplace, that workers are in fact learning all the time, and that there
are endless possibilities to create workplaces that are more supportive and
stimulating for workers’ learning.

However, in this approach, the workplace remains relatively abstracted from
the wider societal environment. Learning is seen in particular cases as interplay
between the concrete materiality of the work process and the worker. This
abstraction may be connected to the strategic, practical development perspec-
tive, and it limits theorizing of the social context. However, I also see some
limitations here in understanding the subjective aspects of learning.

Billett understands learning processes as the cognitive aspect of problem
solving (and knowledge building). By distinguishing routine and non-routine
work, he defines work situations in relation to the experience of the learner
subject and, hence, their subjective status as problems to be solved, or not.
However, this distinction also simplifies the possible meanings embedded in the
materiality of the work processes. It seems likely that work ‘means more’ to the
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worker, relative to his or her subjective experience, than contained in the
dichotomy of routine or problem/challenge. The possible learning outcome (or
lack of outcome) of the encounter between the worker and the task or the
perceived problem depends on much more complicated relations between the
worker and the work process, which again involves the life experiences of the
worker and the specific nature of the work process.

Michael Eraut (1994) has analysed professional knowledge and competen-
cies in terms of the ways of knowing and using knowledge in work situations.
He provides interesting and distinctive discussions of theories of knowledge and
knowledge use, and he relates them to the features of the work situation and the
dependence on the tasks being performed. In this way, he provides a useful
corrective to generalizing theories of knowledge and professions, and especially
emphasizes the processual and contextual nature of knowledge use.

Indirectly, this is also a way of theorizing learning (similar to Billett’s anal-
yses) as ways in which knowledge is being used and how knowledge resources
are modified in the problem-solving processes of work. However, this contri-
bution to learning theory is restricted to (or at least strongly prioritizes) the
cognitive dimension. Despite an obvious awareness of other dimensions, such as
the learner’s personal experiences and the specific nature of the work, they
appear as ad hoc analytic observations and distinctions which are not theorized.
Eraut’s mission is different: to study the development of knowledge and com-
petence. As I have argued elsewhere, however, this mission would gain strength
by paying systematic attention to the dynamics of learning and to the subjective
meaning of work and knowledge for the professional (Salling Olesen 2007a).

Contributions like those referred to in this section relocate the horizon of
learning to real-life situations which are not defined as teaching or learning
contexts. By emphasizing social situatedness and participation in practice, they
widen the horizon for some strands of theorizing which have otherwise been
confined to pedagogy, to the world of school and teaching. This applies on the
one hand to cognitive constructionism, originating in, e.g., Piaget’s learning
and developmental psychology, and on the other hand to what was labelled
‘experiential learning’ (Dewey, Kolb) but was actually rather ‘experience-based
teaching’.

They are important contributions to a learning theory which is not confined
to school or pedagogy. However, they share a tendency to operate with abstract
learner subjects, individuals without history, both in the sense of a life history
and in the sense of societal and cultural attributes, such as gender.

Such generalizing characterization may be unfair to these approaches. My
point is not to judge or reject some of the most productive lines of thinking
about learning. Rather, I want to point out that precisely, their broadening of
the theoretical horizon from formal education to learning processes in general, a
theory of learning as experience, raises some new theoretical challenges: first,
the societal dimensions defining the practical environment, including the
historical /cultural framework of knowledge and meaning making, and second,
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the subjective mediation of culture in the individual life history of the human
agent, and the subjective dynamics of learning processes.

I have until now dealt with these conceptual challenges by conceptualizing
specific experiential learning processes within ‘grand theory’ frameworks from
Marxism and psychoanalysis. In the next section, I will show how a theoretical
concern with political education and consciousness via the focus on subjective
dimensions of social life led to a new approach to learning. What I call here a
psycho-societal approach first emerged as a methodological inspiration in work
with life historical material, and then developed into a broader framework for
theorizing learning processes, their cultural embeddedness, and their societal
(political) implications.

LEARNING AND THE EXPERIENCE OF EVERYDAY
Lire IN CAPITALISM

I am not an educationalist or teacher by profession. My approach to learning
theory came from outside, in the first place via a critique of political elitism and
authoritarian traditions in communism, and the absence of socialist visions in the
social democrat labour movement. As a student activist with a rural working-class
background who was class conscious in a vague way, but unpolitical, I need to
understand the absence of political agency against social injustice. I came across
Oskar Negt’s critique of political education in the labour movement (Negt 1964)
—but it might have also been Paolo Freire. Pointing out that the preconditions for
mobilization of class consciousness in the sense of the traditional labour move-
ments (communist and social democrat alike) were disappearing, Negt developed
his alternative vision of ‘exemplary learning’. His point was that instead of stuffing
people with theory about capitalism and socialist principles—which obviously had
failed in Germany in the 1920s and 1930s—labour education should take
everyday experiences of working class people as its point of departure. He was
writing this book at a time when industrial workers were rebelling against the price
paid for economic prosperity in terms of work intensity and environmental risks,
and against the lack of practical democracy in the labour movement itself. His
points might have appeared less hopeful in other periods when there were no
rebellions, and when the concrete experiences were less overt. Today, it seems
obvious that a theory of class consciousness extrapolated from the traditional
industrial labour is obsolete, because the huge mass industry workplaces have
diminished, and the working class is much more differentiated. However, Negt’s
argument from this early book that political education must support learning from
the concrete everyday experience of being a worker helped to unleash the notion of
experience from its didactic context in ‘experiential learning’. Negt’s notion of
experience is not just pieces of raw material for (intended) learning, but the
subjective experience of a whole life situation—individual life experience and
collective historical experience (Salling Olesen 1989; Negt 2001). However, it also
points to everyday life experiences (in the plural) from working life, family, public
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sphere, and mass media: the consciousness of social injustice, the feelings of
alienation, repression, and humiliation as well as the self-confidence of being a
capable worker, a provider, and able to maintain a decent life. All the contradic-
tions of everyday life, changing from day to day and producing ambivalent feel-
ings, are raw material being processed in the actual world view and awareness of
possible agency; they are the basis of learning processes and conscious experience
building. This notion of experience which originates in the philosophy of the
Frankfurt School is one of the first foundations of learning theory which is not
confined to educational settings and intentions. It borrows from contemporary
interdisciplinary social research (Negt refers to the American sociologist C. Wright
Mills regarding the need for sociological imagination [Mills 1959]), and from
phenomenology (defining the life world as the immediate horizon), but it dis-
tinguishes itself from the micro perspective in two points. First, it refers to a
Marxist framework of understanding the basic societal relations, primarily the
socioeconomic reality of capitalism and wage labour which structures the life world
of most people. The second point is the historical dimension which is aware of the
‘weight of the world’ (to quote a much later book title), the historical materiality
of social reality, but also of its changeability, always searching for the latent utopian
aspects in the everyday life world. The title, social imagination, concerned the
connections between the specific micro-social life world and macro-societal totality
(ct. Wright Mills), and this holistic understanding of reality is also the precondition
for imagining a (different) future. One can align this idea for political learning
processes with the idea of negative dialectic in the Frankfurt School critique of
positivist social science. In this context, the cognitive dynamic in learning from
experience is less elaborated. I shall return to this below, since it is a key point in
the psycho-societal approach. However, for the theory of political learning, it is a
decisive point that the potential for change is endogenous, and it is a potential in
historically given materiality, not an exogenous theoretical input from a teacher or
a political elite. Political agency must be based on life-world experiences. Utopian
perspectives must be grounded in the constitution of capitalism itself to be real-
istic, considering that capitalism is the constitutive organization of our society, but
such perspectives must have their footing in ‘living work” and the imagination of
working life beyond capitalist control. Negt later expressed this in a book title Nu»
noch Utopien sind vealistisch (Now only Utopias Are Realistic) (Negt 2012).

In his later political philosophy, Negt has elaborated the political importance
of work experiences (Negt 1984), and in Geschichte und Eigensinn (Negt and
Kluge 1981; Negt 2014), the scope was broadened into a civilization history of
subjectivity. This book explores how human subjectivity is constituted in
reproduction by work—in the evolutionary development of work capability and
in the history of human civilizations. The horizon is not the narrow sense of
paid work or in the historically limited form of industrial work but the living
engagement with the environment in all its forms. Within this notion, capitalism
is just one historical societal order, and the life mode of wage labour is



LEARNING AND EXPERIENCE: A PSYCHO-SOCIETAL APPROACH 177

important but not a universal historical form of subjectivity (Salling Olesen
1999, 2009). In my opinion, Negt and Kluge provide a decisive development in
Marxist theory. They give a logical complement to Marx’s theory as developed
in Grundrisse and Das Kapital, and they outline a new version of historical
materialism as a history of human learning and work-based civilization (Salling
Olesen 1997). Here we see the link to the theorizing of learning. With the
notion of a political economy of labour,' they express the overarching political
challenge for learning theory today: how can we, living in the middle of capi-
talism with its ability to flexibly subordinate all materiality and all subjectivity,
see any material dynamic that can produce substantial change? Negt’s and my
own concept of experience entail this historical and material theorization of
subjectivity as a framework for critical empirical study. In the tradition of the
Frankfurt School, the aim of the critique is to reveal the historical and
changeable nature of social reality, and to discover the invisible but latent
potentials. By insisting on a principle of endogeneity, this critical tradition
maintains a strictly materialist ontology while paying respect to the power of
intellectual work and the dialectic between social reality and knowing and
learning. Negt and Kluge provided a conceptual framework that embraces
evolutionary as well as historical dimensions of the material production of
subjectivity—a Marxist phylogenesis. For learning theory, however, the onto-
genetic dimension, the development of subjectivity in an individual’s life, is the
immediate context in which learning processes may or may not take place.
Negt’s critique of labour education pointed out that the understanding of
societal learning processes must start in the subjective experience of everyday
life.

Transferring this insight into the wider field of learning research that is
emerging with life-long learning implies a need to develop theories and
methods that illuminate learning in the context of the learner subjects. The
life-history approach was a first attempt to establish an empirical method for
understanding the subjective experience process. As a point of departure, we
worked with a societal understanding of subjectivity by means of the categories
of wage labour and gender, which were obviously relevant. However, besides
the obvious, we had to work with a methodology which could help us
understand the unpredictability and contradictions in subjectivity. It is social but
not immediately conscious in all its aspects. The next section points out some of
the experiences of this development.

A METHODOLOGY FOR UNDERSTANDING SUBJECTIVE EXPERIENCE

For many years, the life-history research group at Roskilde University has
explored life-history approaches to understanding learning and participation in
education and (work) identity processes, for example, by studying professional
learning processes, motivation for learning, competencies, and formal qualifi-
cations. The basic idea is to align with the subjective perspective, and to seek to
understand learning within everyday life, which includes the meaning of
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education and training for the individual subject. However, we also want to
trace the dimension of the life experience of the individual subject as a result of
the past life, assuming that learning is a highly differentiated experience. In some
cases, we use life stories in the form of narrative interviews as our material; in
others, we have merely attempted, in a life-history perspective, to understand
subjective dimensions in other material documenting individual identity pro-
cesses, and also in social interaction in everyday life, including work organiza-
tions, by means of interpreting interviews or interactions.

Our life-history research has had several sources of inspiration. From the
beginning, we drew on the rich experience of biographical research in education,
sociology, and other disciplines. I have described this methodological experience
elsewhere (Salling Olesen 2016); here, I want to focus on another development
which led to the psycho-societal approach. In the concept of life history, we want to
integrate not only the conscious meaning making (ex post) of the subject, but also
the life experiences formed by societal (objective) conditions that are significant for
the life course (including education and training) and for learning in any life sit-
uation, without necessarily being conscious or assigned meaning by the individual
subject. In the first place, we also work with a method from social psychology,
thematic group discussion, which has been used in researching consciousness of
everyday life (Leithduser 1976). In this application, the method was inspired by a
tradition of psychoanalytically informed cultural analysis, especially the work of
Alfred Lorenzer, and also a phenomenologically informed attention to the expe-
rience of mundane everyday life. Lorenzer, in brief, draws on the hermeneutic
methodology of psychoanalysis, namely, ‘scenic understanding’. He separates the
methodological principles of psychoanalysis—simultaneous attention, free associa-
tion, and the concepts of transfer and counter transfer—from the clinical context of
doctor-patient relationships, and transfers them to social and cultural interpretive
practices.

Lorenzer (1922-2002) was a medical psychiatrist trained in Freudian psy-
choanalysis, but took an early interest in societal critique and cultural theory
based on the Frankfurt School of critical theory. The understanding of sub-
jective structure as influenced by societal conditions increasingly came to
dominate his theoretical thinking. As early as 1970, he criticized the psycho-
analytical concept of the ‘symbol’ (Lorenzer 1970b), placed it in a linguistic
science context (Lorenzer 1970a), and subsequently logically expanded its
application into socialization theory (Lorenzer 1972), epistemology (Lorenzer
1974), and cultural analysis (Lorenzer and Konig 1986). Lorenzer’s socializa-
tion theory enabled an understanding of the unconscious—the most radical
element in psychoanalysis—as a result of symbolic interaction. In this way,
Lorenzer followed a decisive development in psychoanalysis, interpreting psy-
chodynamics as a result of social interaction experiences in the early period of
life, first between an infant and its mother (caregiver), without giving up the
radical insights of Freud’s theory.”

His proposal for an ‘in-depth hermeneutic’ cultural analysis methodology was
launched in an environment with an almost complete split between social sciences
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and psychology/psychoanalysis. His transformation of the ‘scenic understanding’
from clinical to text interpretation enables us to understand collective unconscious
meaning in texts. The individual sensory experiences of social relations and
meanings in immediate interaction are connected with the wider social world in the
form of symbols. The issues of psychotherapy, disturbances of the psychic devel-
opment, were reinterpreted as disturbances of the possibility to symbolize indi-
vidual sensory experiences in socially recognized language, as expressed in the early
book titles Kritik des psychoanalytischen  Symbolbegriffs  (Critique of  the
Psychoanalytic Concept of Symbol) and  Sprachzerstorung und Rekonstruktion
(Language Destruction and Reconstruction), both published in 1970. The works
that followed developed methodological ideas for an endogenous understanding of
the subjective dimensions of social interaction and language, in quite the opposite
direction to that taken by Freud in his meta-psychological and cultural theory.

Lorenzer’s development of scenic understanding in the interpretation of
symbolic interaction and artefacts provides the foundation for a cultural
dimension that is important for learning. In our life-history approach, we were
directly inspired by in-depth hermeneutics, transferring this to our interpreta-
tion of subjective meaning in told narratives, group discussions, and also
interaction observation protocols (field diaries). The great challenge and
achievement in this development has been to draw experiences from some of
the most fundamental theoretical and methodological discussions into very
mundane research practice, such as learning in everyday life.

THE CORE OF A NEw LEARNING THEORY: SOCIALIZATION,
SENSORY EXPERIENCE, AND LANGUAGE GAMES

In this section, I shall give a brief account of those elements in Lorenzer’s
theories that are particularly important for learning theory. In order to under-
stand the perspective for learning theory of the in-depth hermeneutic method,
one must immerse oneself in the relation between immediate individual expe-
rience and social /cultural symbolization, i.e. language, and the establishment of
this relation through life historical interaction.

Within a broad and multi-faceted tradition of Marxist analysis of society and
psycho-dynamic theorizing of the subject, there are two interrelated reasons for
focusing on Lorenzer in learning theory. One is that Lorenzer is particularly
important for the development of a methodology of empirical research which in
a creative way combines societal and psychodynamic dimensions in the inter-
pretation of subjectivity. The other is that his socialization theory, with its focus
on language while maintaining a clearly materialistic view of the body and the
socio-material structure of society, provides a dynamic and material under-
standing of the relation between (societal) knowledge and (bodily, individual)
sensory experience. The socialization theory is interesting in itself; it has been
well known, since it appeared in the early 1970s, but it gains a new significance
for learning theory when we adopt Lorenzer’s cultural interpretation method.
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Together, these two positive factors enable a study of the dynamics of experi-
ence and learning in mundane everyday life.

The socialization process establishes the mediation of individual sensory and
emotional interaction experience and societal meanings through the learning of
language. Symbolic/cultural meaning (for the individual) is seen as a complex
mediation of social and sensory experience from interaction, with both con-
scious and unconscious aspects. Lorenzer developed the key concept of ‘in-
teraction forms’ to understand the inner, pre-linguistic experiences of practices
and relations. These interaction forms are later connected with the socially
recognized language to form symbolic interaction forms, and the capacity for
symbolic production, i.e. to connect language and sensory interaction, can be
seen as an integrating result of socialization. This understanding of the early
socialization process enabled Lorenzer to see language, interaction, and bodily
(drive) processes in their wider societal context. Lorenzer’s thoughts on the role
of language in subject constitution build on the theory of language games,
which he adopted from the works of Ludwig Wittgenstein and developed
further. Language is anchored in concrete social practices in a dialectic unit of
language use, everyday life practice, and view of the world (Weber 2010).
Language games are thus defined as the interface at which subjective and
objective (cultural) structures are entangled, and mediate the relationship
between specific individuals and societal culture. Approached in this way, lan-
guage and consciousness are inseparably linked with social practice. In the
context of learning, this means that both the original links between interaction
forms, social practice, and language, and the lifelong capacity to build new and
revise such links are at the core of learning capacity.

The theory of a psychodynamic dimension of the relation between individual
(sensory) experience, language, and social practice makes the theory particularly
relevant for understanding learning in everyday life interaction where learning is
not the main cause. The most elementary observation in theorizing learning in
everyday life is that most often, it seems that no learning takes place. Everyday
life is routine, ways of thinking are aligned with the practices, and deviations and
disturbances are integrated easily. Cases where problems are recognized as
problems and unresolved issues as novelties are exceptions. Thomas Leithduser
pointed out that this tendency to habitual consciousness is defended by an
active collective effort. He called the capacity to wipe away painful and dis-
turbing circumstances ‘everyday life consciousness’, and analysed the social and
psychodynamic factors involved in this defensive consciousness (Leithiuser
1976). Yet, people do sometimes learn. However, it is not easy to discover why
and when, even for the people themselves. In addition, more systematic
intended learning processes appear unpredictable, influenced as they are by
invisible forces that sometimes produce indifference or even resistance and
sometimes an intense engagement and curiosity. Lorenzer’s theory of social-
ization and language games enables us to understand the ‘invisible” subjective
dimensions in everyday life interactions and articulations. The focus is on the
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specific individual mediation of societal conditions and historical circumstances,
which is embodied in the individual subject and plays out in consciousness and
emotional engagements throughout life—implying learning or absence of
learning.

Besides theorizing learning, we can add an epistemological perspective: in
the context of constructivist social science, it enables us to see how experiences
of societal relations are embodied in individual socialization. In this way, we can
realize that ‘discourses’ are not only linguistic or cultural phenomena, but
material realities embodied in individual dispositions and in social practices,
which are being processed by and /or give an impetus to discourse shifts. In the
next section, I shall comment on this relation between learning and cultural
development.

PsycHO-SOCIETAL METHODOLOGY
AND CRITICAL SOCIAL RESEARCH

The socialization theory with its emphasis on the forming of the relation between
sensory experiences and language in social interaction was Lorenzer’s first distin-
guishing contribution to cultural scholarship. It builds a theoretical foundation for
his second distinguishing contribution: the development of a psycho-societal
interpretation method with inspiration from the psychoanalytical interpretation of
individuals, which enables a focus on the societal and cultural dimensions of psychic
dynamics—and vice versa: the psychic dimensions of social interaction and societal
practice. In a late stage of his work, in the key text in Kulturanalysen (1986), he
coins the notion (title) of “Tiefenhermeneutische Kulturanalyse’, which focuses on
the systematic reconstruction of unconscious meaning dimensions in the analysis of
literary texts. According to his cultural analysis, literary texts contain a provocation
that goes beyond individual and biographically specific reception patterns and refers
to societal, collective motives, and meaning substance, which are unconscious.

The methodological tool to access this level, not with an individual thera-
peutic aim, but in order to understand its social meaning, is inspired by the
hermeneutic methodology of psychoanalysis.

The interpretation of language use, whether in literary works, field notes or
excerpts from interviews, comprises a multi-layered scene of conscious and
unconscious meaning. Just like the conscious level, the unconscious level is a
result of life-history experience of social interaction. For the same reason, the
unconscious is assumed to contain potential for social imagination that goes
beyond the actual state of consciousness—either because it contains interaction
experiences that have later been excluded from consciousness, or because it
contains anticipating ideas of something ‘emerging’ that has not yet been
realized in social practice.

Lorenzer’s contribution to the methodology gains a wider perspective by
theorizing the genesis of the correspondence between unconscious dynamics in
the subject and unconscious or unintended dimensions of societal and cultural
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processes. What is in the first place mainly a material theory of socialization—
which, unlike many other theories, does not see the social shaping of the
individual as a simple assimilation to social structure—is in the second place a
radical epistemology of societal dynamics. Lorenzer’s theory of language games
and his meta-psychological and methodological notions are closely linked with
the search for opportunities for epistemic reconstruction of suppressed social
relationships, which are (societally) imprinted in the (many individual) psyches
and in their interaction.

Lorenzer’s understanding of the critical and utopian potentials in the
unconscious articulates an important dimension in the thinking of critical theory
of the Frankfurt School, which generally sees theorizing and critique as a key to
social imagination and utopian ideas. Since this thinking is based on materialist
assumptions, it means that imagination is endogenous, i.e. it must be discovered
and articulated from within societal reality, as it is condensed in Adorno’s
argument in the positivist dispute: ‘But if theory is not to fall prey to the
dogmatism over whose discovery scepticism—now elevated to a prohibition on
thought—is always ready to rejoice, then theory may not rest here. It must
transform the concepts which it brings, as it were, from outside into those which
the objects has of itself, into what the object, left to itself, seeks to be, and
confront it with what it is’ (Adorno 1976: 69).

In Habermas’s thinking, the term ‘ideology critique’ spells out the need to
reveal endogenous potentials for societal change through a critical analysis of
social realities themselves. Change does not come from above or outside.
However, whereas Habermas first sees the key in deconstructing observation
and reflection of ‘petrified social relations’ and the societal institutions that
make up the guises of power, social inequality, and reified relations, Lorenzer
looks for the potentials in socialized psyche, in the dynamics between the
conscious and the unconscious. This brings the argument back to the text (in its
widest sense: the symbolic representation of social interaction).

Lorenzer’s theoretical deliberations point to social taboo, degenerate life-
styles, and utopian moments of social practice that, while being unconsciously
maintained, also emerge to influence (our) consciousness, as, for example, with
the help of literary texts. Their provocation, according to Lorenzer, lies in the
fact that they transport aspects of the collective unconscious, which forces itself
into the conscious. In this way, he materializes utopian and critical thinking as a
collective learning process. The strictly materialist framework of Lorenzer’s
theory accounts for the embodiment of collective /social unconscious insights
and fantasies in the bodies and the social practices in a way that makes them
invisible—at least temporarily and in certain situations—while remaining vig-
orous in people’s learning and consciousness building.

This clearly points to a parallel between collective learning processes inter-
preting the social meaning of the unconscious, and the individual learning
process which is a symbolic activity exploring and reconfiguring individual
meaning making and positioning in social practice, where individual learning
always has dimensions of social meaning and social practice. This is the
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background for the work of the interdisciplinary and intercultural research on
interpretation of the socially unconscious in material from different research
fields(Salling Olesen 2012Db).

PERSPECTIVES FOR LLEARNING THEORY

This chapter has been devoted to some theoretical and methodological sources
which together form the background of a psycho-societal approach to learning
theory. This is an ongoing, interdisciplinary endeavour. We have transferred
ideas from general social theory and in-depth hermeneutics to analyses of
‘mundane’ everyday life, including different areas of working life. We have
renamed the approach a psycho-societal approach to avoid the connotation that
the methodology aims only at a psychodynamic level of meanings, whereas the
real advance is the concepts and methods to interpret psychic levels of subjec-
tivity and interaction as social /societal. I believe that a psycho-societal approach
may help address some of the questions left behind in the state-of-the-art
learning theories highlighted in the beginning of the chapter, namely, social
learning and constructivism: it may help us recognize the specificity of the
individual learner subject while recognizing that (s)he is shaped by a social life
experience. It may help connect specific societal environments with subjective
engagements of learners in everyday life, providing a productive point of
departure for understanding the interplay between embodied sensory experi-
ences and symbolically mediated knowledge. It may also maintain a critical
aspiration in the spirit of the Frankfurt School, namely, to link the idea of
utopian potentials in a seemingly hermetic social system with the social nature of
the unconscious. The element which makes all of these essentials for learning
theory is the theorizing of life experience, linking sensory experience, symbol-
ization and social practice, and the interpretation procedure of scenic under-
standing. In this sense, psycho-societal theorizing takes us back to see how
societal conditions are subjectively processed in individual life history.

When, for example, in the name of lifelong learning, one takes a critical view
of the possible practical applications of scholastic knowledge and attempts to
credit skills acquired outside formal education, the connection between the
cognitive, relatively abstract competence, and its experiential relation to a
specific situation gains central importance. The understanding in the life history
project of how unconscious dynamics remain active forces in consciousness and
social interaction throughout life can be linked to the concrete life historical
experiential contexts in which a particular competency is acquired, and thus
provides a less abstract understanding of learning processes (or the absence of
learning processes in the form of resistance or routine lack of sensitivity). In the
context of courses of study with a practical professional aim, this connection
between abstract knowledge and thinking and concrete experiences and con-
texts is crucial (Salling Olesen 2013, 2014).

Another illustration is related to identity processes. The simplest example
concerns people for whom the educational experience is negative and
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predominantly translated into opposition to education or a strongly instru-
mentalised attitude to it. In a sense, they seem unable to learn much, because
their sensitivity to the relevance of knowledge and skills is blocked. Our
immediate reaction must be just to take note of their choice. However,
awareness of the contextual and experiential nature of this blocking, and
especially ambivalences and marginalized learning experiences, will provide a
more nuanced, solidary perspective on educational abstinence. We can come to
understand not only learning careers but also the micro-engagements in par-
ticular learning challenges as moments of a processing of life experiences which
are ambivalent and open in individually specific ways (Kondrup 2013).

Even more illustrative are the identity processes related to vocations and pro-
fessions. Professions have generally been considered either from within—through
their identity—forming professionalism and practice repertoire, legitimized by a
‘mission’ that was commonly altruistic, or from the outside, as societal categories
defined by their special knowledge or competence, which, therefore, received (cf.
functionalism) or fought for (cf. sociology of action) certain economic and social
privileges. Neither of these perspectives, which both have a certain justification,
include a sense of the professional as an individual human being who is incorpo-
rating professional knowledge and function in his/her subjectivity. This is an
extremely interesting example often tangled sociality and subjectivity being con-
cretely expressed in all the individually specific learning histories of people
becoming doctors, engineers, etc., and in their continuous experience from
everyday working life. A psycho-societal approach to interpreting individual pro-
fessional careers or specific themes of professional experience enables an under-
standing of the reproduction of societal and labour divisions and the reproduction
of expertise as learning processes that are far from linear and regularly successful.
On the contrary, one realizes how professional expertise is shaped through and
subordinated to subjective dynamics that may be ‘irrelevant’ individual dynamics or
perhaps provide insight into a collective professional defence system or societal
taboo (e.g., the denial of death). With the psycho-dynamic development of the
language-game concept, we can gain a generic understanding of vocational or
professional learning as subjective acquisition of culturally prescribed bodies of
knowledge and practices. Not unlike a discourse concept, we can view such
expertise as a language game embedded in social practices. However, where dis-
course analysis is concerned with how the historically established discourse acts as a
compelling medium for thought and communication in a specific domain at a given
historical moment, or rather thus establishes a domain, determination is unim-
portant in the language-game concept. With Lorenzer’s elaboration, we can con-
sider reproduction in the language game as a relationship of exchange between the
societal form of interaction (professional practice) and the individual process of
sensory experience. We can also view the unfolding of the individual learning
process and the collective formation of experience in professional practice as an
ongoing development of professional knowledge taking place in exchanges with
the corporeal perception of work challenges and the practitioner’s life experience.
An empirical analysis of the subjective aspects of these processes can contribute to a
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new theoretical framework for the analysis of vocational and professional devel-
opment and education (Salling Olesen 2007a, 2012a).

These are just briefly sketched examples of many possible cases revealed by
our research group. Using the concept of experience as the theoretical per-
spective on learning and education can help life-historical, empirical analyses of
everyday life, work, and education towards a critical social scientific develop-
ment in education and educational research. This is of significant interest in an
epoch where lifelong learning, both within and outside formal education, is
becoming the general framework of reference. It also seems clear that the
understanding of learning processes as a subjective dimension in all social
interactions will enable these methodological experiences to be applied to other
areas of research.

It is essential for the application of the theory, in line with Lorenzer’s theory
of socialization, that the unconscious levels of meaning are socially produced in
the interplay between the individual’s sensory life experiences and the entrance
into/participation in cultural language games. This dynamic between sensory
experiences and linguistically mediated social knowledge enables a new, much
more sophisticated view of the learning of practical competencies, which
includes bodily engagement by either practical actions or by relational
involvement. The ‘Cartesian’ paradigm of practice as applied abstract knowl-
edge can be replaced with a more sophisticated concept of knowledge and
learning embodied and embedded in social practice, which is a very important
perspective in a range of research areas, including learning research.

NOTES

1. Negt and Kluge used the German expression ‘eine politische Okonomie der
Arbeitskraft’ and Marx used similar expressions as antitheses to the political econ-
omy of capital, e.g., ‘political economy of the working class’ or ‘...of work.” I have
earlier translated them into ‘political economy of labour’; following Marx’ logic as
well as Negt’s interpretation, but I now think that the best translation might be ‘a
political economy of living work’. This is both a translation problem and an issue of
understanding Marx” multilayered intellectual idea—delivering a critique of (that is,
revealing) the political nature of the economy organized by capital and his notion of
capital as a relation between ‘dead labour’ and ‘living work’. See the introduction to
the translation of Negt and Kluge (2014).

2. Like Freud, he analyzes the development of the structure of personality as ‘repre-
senting experiences of bodily interactions’ (Lorenzer 1972: 17). However, whereas
Freud saw the impact of social relations on the psyche as predominantly distortion,
disturbance and blocking of (biological) drives in the subject, Lorenzer approaches
these social interactions and their bodily experiences as a dialectical shaping of the
drives into a subject, and the resulting psychic dynamics as a highly social and
cultural phenomenon. In the 1970s, Lorenzer’s work was widely cited and read,
both in Germany and abroad (notably Scandinavia), and today, his ideas continue to
inform a vigorous tradition of cultural analysis and social research (Lorenzer 1970a,
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1972, 1974, 1977, 2006; Leithiuser 1976; Lorenzer and Konig 1986; Leithiuser
and Volmerg 1988; Morgenroth 1990, 2010; Bereswill 2008; Prokop et al. 2009).
A number of Scandinavian, especially Danish, researchers have published work
(mostly in Danish) directly referring to this tradition, or using the methods more or
less in accordance with it (For an overview, see, Weber 1996, 2001, 2007, 2009,
2010; Weber and Salling Olesen 2002; Salling Olesen 2004, 2007a, b, 2011).
However, Lorenzer is little known outside German-speaking communities.

3. An international research group of German, British, and Danish scholars working
with psycho-societal approaches to everyday life was organized by Kirsten Weber of
Roskilde University to create a forum for developing empirical research into
learning, gender and work, informed by Marxism and psychoanalysis. The work
format, sharing interpretation practices and examples, has also been based on the
idea that critical social science will—as a basic principle—be concrete because
utopian horizons and transforming agency are always based on specific historical
situations and experiences. Together, we produced an introduction in English to
this research experience in the form of a thematic issue of the open-access online
journal Forum for Qualitative Social Research (Salling Olesen 2012b), including a
rather detailed introduction to the theoretical and methodological contributions of
Alfred Lorenzer.
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Complexity, Adult Biographies
and Co-operative Transformation

Laura Formenti

Abstract Complexity theory challenges the dominating individual, cognitive,
and cumulative view of learning, by focusing on the co-evolutionary process
that involves learners in interdependent relationships with each other, the
learning context, and the broader system. Complexity theory contrasts dis-
connections and dichotomies by searching the pattern which connects indi-
vidual and environment, mind and body, research and educational practice. In
this framework, learning biographies can illuminate how different constraints
shape adult learning and lives, and be used to foster transitional and transfor-
mative learning by enhancing reflexivity and re-connection with the context.
This offers a conceptual and methodological basis for the involvement of adults
in participatory research, and namely biographically oriented co-operative
inquiry, as a form of systemic, experience-based method to sustain individual,
relational, and organizational learning.

ADULT LEARNING AND LIVES: OVERCOMING FRAGMENTATION

Sofia is 42." While a full-time primary teacher, she decided to enrol at university
to obtain a degree. A third-level qualification had not been required when she
began working, 23 years earlier. At present, however, she is confused and
thinking of giving up her university studies. The courses, exams and curricula
are not designed for working students. She tells her story at a workshop
attended by nine students; she is the only mature person present, apart from the
facilitator. Her narrative shows what being a university learner means to her.
Working full time, two children, a busy husband, only occasionally receiving
help from a sister, she feels that it may not be worth her while ‘to keep on
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keeping on’. She has had conversations with relatives, friends and colleagues.
“You’ve already got a job. You don’t need this degree’. Her voice changes as she
imitates them telling her what to do. “Take care of your children’. She feels that
they do not understand her. ‘It’s not for the degree. It’s for me. I’'m trying to
open up my mind. If I am doing this, it’s for the children too’. Around her,
heads are nodding.

The workshop participants are invited to make a drawing of their present
situation. Sofia’s sketch mainly depicts others: family members demanding her
presence at home; colleagues who refuse to swap classes to accommodate her
exam schedule. She herself'is surprised by how she has represented her dilemma.
It goes far beyond dropping out of university, or not. At stake is the meaning of
this decision for Sofia, in relation to her overall life and identity.

After the workshop, Sofia feels relieved. She now realizes that she does not
need to rush her decision. Voicing her experience, listening to other stories, has
allowed her to re-connect with herself, with the context, and others around her.
The workshop has prompted her to reflect, particularly in relation to her
proximal system; this in turn has led her to draw a clearer boundary between
herself and significant others, but also to recognize the deep interdependence of
her life and theirs. She may have begun to make, ‘the transition into a new
quality of self and world reference—a process which leaves neither the learning
nor the ambient structural context unchanged’ (Alheit 2015: 26).

This ‘ordinary story’ concerns far more than individual learning. As
demonstrated by biographical research in adult education (Alheit et al. 1995;
Dominicé 2000; West et al. 2007; Merrill and West 2009; Horsdal 2012;
Formenti et al. 2014), stories of adult learning always feature multiple dimen-
sions. In this case, Sofia’s learning biography (and present crisis) is connected
with the context, that is to say, the society in which she lives, the organization of
her university, her proximal relationships with her family and at work, and even
the conversation she is having, here and now, during the workshop.
Furthermore, her narrative features ‘punctuation’, that is to say, meaning. Sofia
is not a neutral observer of her own life; she draws on presuppositions in
interpreting reality, and these presuppositions have been built in interaction
with others. Now, she is on the verge of making (dramatic) change to her set of
presuppositions. What Bateson (1972) termed ‘Learning I’ (or even III, see
below), Mezirow (1991) ‘transformative learning’; and Alheit (2015) ‘transi-
tional learning’. What form is being transformed, here? We are not looking at a
merely individual process, isolated from any broader context. Developing an
understanding of what is taking place demands a psychosocial theory (West
2014); still more, it demands a complex theory.

This chapter sets out to show that systemic theories, with their notions of
context, complexity, and co-evolution, together with biographical approaches,
can shift the focus of adult education from individual learning to seeking ‘the
pattern which connects’. The example given above features multiple dimen-
sions, which deserve scrutiny:
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e Sofia uses her embodied, only partially conscious, perceptions of experi-
ence to make sense of what is happening in her life. At the micro-level,
subjective meanings, emotions, values, interpretations are always involved
in adult learning. Interpretation of present and past experience plays a
crucial part in acting and learning. Hence, the crucial importance of lis-
tening to the learner’s voice, as provided for by (auto)biographical
methods in research and education (Formenti and Castiglioni 2014).

¢ Any learning biography is also deeply influenced by the macro-level: social
structures, discourses and factors such as gender, class, and background.
Sofia’s story is evidently gendered and influenced by social discourse;
specifically, by a narrative of primary teachers as mostly women who do not
need much education because they primarily take care of others. In
addition, as a mature student in higher education, she experiences many
constraints (Finnegan et al. 2014). Understanding a learning biography
demands critical awareness of the social nature of subjectivity (Alheit 2009,
2015; Salling Olesen 2012; West 2016).

e Sofia, like all learners, constructs her lifeworld by continuously interacting
with more or less significant others. She participates in everyday conver-
sations during which her identity as a learner is constantly (re)construed;
feedback loops tell her what is expected of her to be a (good) mother,
teacher, student, etc. The local systems to which she materially belongs
(family, work, university) shape her action and are shaped by it. The
workshop itself constitutes such a circular conversation. This meso-level
(Alheit and Dausien 2000, 2007; Formenti 2011b, 2014; Bohlinger et al.
2015) is marginalized by grand theories of adult education. A surprising
omission, given that education is precisely about relationships and
interactions.

Learning is layered. A satisfactory theory of human learning must embrace and
interconnect subjectivity, social structures and inter-active systems (micro-,
macro- and meso-levels). A plethora of disciplines, paradigms, and theories of
learning focuses on either the psychological/individual level or on social
aspects. Psychosocial approaches have recently been developed in biographical
studies, for example, by combining psychoanalysis with structural and critical
theories (Salling Olesen 2012; West 2016). The need for a comprehensive
theory is recognized and pursued (Jarvis 2006). However, the dominant view in
education, especially when we look at practices and policies, still seems to
separate rather than unify the different dimensions.

The ‘pattern which connects’ is offered here as an image that helps to con-
ceptualize learning as a complex phenomenon. It questions the way in which
learning is commonly framed and understood, that is to say, the ‘epistemo-
logical presuppositions’ (Bateson 1972) that inform educational practices and
policies, as well as individual and collective narratives. The dominant set of
presuppositions about life and learning in late modern societies sustains a linear,
essentialist, and anti-ecological understanding of education. Bateson refers to
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them as ‘pathologies of epistemology’ (1972: 478-487) and ‘shortcomings of
occidental education’ (1979: 8).

Break the pattern which connects the items of learning and you necessarily destroy
all quality. (Bateson 1979: 8, italics added)

Forty years on, this concern is still relevant, and if anything even more urgent.
Disconnection appears to be the rule in many practices and policies of educa-
tion. The pressing feeling of fragmentation in our troubled and troubling world
is viewed by many as a relatively new phenomenon, driven by recent dramatic
socio-economic changes, including globalization, increase in geographical
mobility, explosion and availability of information, pluralization of life courses,
dominance of hedonistic and commodified lifestyles, etc. Among the reasons for
fragmentation, however, we should also consider epistemological factors, such
as disconnection, or the disruption of ‘the pattern which connects’.

Socially, disconnection is evident in mutual exclusion, produced by the
construction of material and symbolic ‘walls’ between communities. Examples
include the progressive separation of ‘fields’ (disciplines, professions), of the
younger and older generations, of ‘us’ and ‘them’ at all levels. Close commu-
nities are built, each creating its own understanding, language, and ways of
doing. The need to define one’s own ‘field’ (a dominant metaphor of separa-
tion) nurtures defensive strategies vis-a-vis the other. “The ‘contextuality’ of
knowledge is becoming a fashionable phrase, with opinions being generated in
‘discourses’ hermetically sealed off from each other’ (Alheit and Dausien 2000:
407).

Biographical research points up the impact of disconnection on adult lives
and learning. Late modern societies are characterized by ‘an erosion of tradi-
tional lifeworlds, a breakdown of classical milieus, and a disappearing of “nor-
mal” life course scripts’ (Alheit and Dausien 2000: 409; see also West et al.
2007). Dis-orientation has become a common experience in adults (Formenti
2016a) who respond to uncertainty by isolating and excluding whatever and
whoever is ‘other’ (Biesta 20006). Its psychological correlate is the subjective
experience of fragmentation, ‘in which the self becomes divided, to greater or
lesser degrees” (West 1996: ix). Inner and outer disconnections are correlated.
Disconnection can manifest itself as a conflict or dilemma (as in Sofia’s story)
between diverging lifeworlds and values, for example, in the juxtaposition of
academic values and life experience.

Disconnection produces, nonetheless, its own healing and re-equilibrating
processes. Thus, a dilemma may become (as in Sofia’s case) a first step towards
recognizing and potentially transforming one’s presuppositions. Narrative holds
re-connecting power, as shown by Sofia’s story. According to Bateson, thinking
in stories—abductive thinking—is the human way of (re)connecting (1979).
The increasing ‘biographisation’ of life (Delory-Momberger 2009; Alheit 2015)
might be interpreted as a ‘global’ reaction to, and attempted solution, for
disconnection. It is not by chance that self-narrative has currently moved so
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strongly and powerfully into the public sphere. In the ‘biographic society’
(Astier and Duvoux 2000), self-narratives are a means of social construction
that satisty far more than the individual need for self-expression and
self-knowledge. ‘Never before has a society asked so many of its individuals to
produce [...] the meaning of their existence’ (Delory-Momberger 2015: 38).
Self-narrative can foster self-reflexivity, awareness and agency, and be used to
re-shape social contexts. As biographical research demonstrates, stories can
make a difference to communities, workplaces, and groups, in a way that goes
beyond individual learning (Formenti and West 2016).

However, this outcome is not automatic or given. The apparent ‘obligation
for everyone to make a story out of their life’ (Delory-Momberger 2015) does
not automatically lead to shared understanding, or the crossing of fixed
boundaries. During the twentieth century, each of the knowledge disciplines
and professions built its own separate world, and the result is a modern Babel in
which each ‘field” claims its own ‘portion’. A satisfactory theory of adult edu-
cation and learning needs to re-compose these overspecialized perspectives into
meaningful pictures that more adequately reflect life as a whole. Adult educa-
tion research should enable researchers, as well as education professionals and
policy makers, to draw together plural ‘perspectives’ (this embodied metaphor
may be preferable to ‘field’, because it implies the presence of an observer) and
develop dialogical and transdisciplinary methods.

Disconnection, being rooted in dichotomy, one of the logical bases on which
Western epistemology is founded, is anti-ecological, in Bateson’s terms, because
it destroys quality, life and meaning. In education, it reproduces discourse based
on individualism, truth, and competing rather than composite ideas. By cele-
brating the ‘pattern which connects’, Bateson was calling for interdependence
to be recognized as the key characteristic of the living. In contrast, segmenta-
tion and specialization in learning have increased over the past 30 years, not
least to serve the needs of neoliberal politics. The ‘knowledge society” has been
constructed as a world whose values are skills, competencies, and adaptation to
rapid change. Lifelong learning is another commodity to be accumulated in the
effort to generate more competitive individuals and societies (Zarifis and
Gravani 2014). The commodified learner is disconnected:

e from others, who are also learning and living in the same environment;
e from the natural, material and social context;
e from his/her own body and unconscious processes of knowing.

In systemic theory, on the other hand, the ‘unit of learning’ is the whole
formed by individual-and-environment (Bateson 1972). Individual change
depends on (and provokes) other changes. Learning entails interaction within
the individual (mind/body unity), with significant others, within and among
organizations, with material objects and places, and with broader society. The
biological, socio-material, embodied and embedded nature of learning as a life
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process should inform our theories and research (Horsdal 2012; Formenti et al.
2014).

The ‘pattern which connects’ is, therefore, an ecology of ideas and practices
that may be used to challenge the dominant concept of learning as individual,
cognitive, and cumulative. It offers ways of drawing together the polarities
created by hermetically sealed-off communities and discourses. It celebrates
interdependence. Ultimately, it leads to wisdom, as the human strives for
meaning and sense (Tisdell and Swartz 2011).

COMPLEXITY OF LIFE AND LEARNING

Complexity encompasses a range of theories (Alhadeff-Jones 2008, 2012), such
as systems theory, autopoiesis, radical constructivism, second-order cybernetics
and evolutionary biology, all of which frame human systems and relationships as
‘becoming’ structures, characterized by feedback loops, self-organization,
co-evolution, and emergence. These theories are increasingly drawn on in health
care, ecology, the social sciences and psychotherapy, to develop new presup-
positions and more respectful, ethical, and effective practices. Complexity has
been also used to reconceptualize education (Mason 2008; Jorg 2009), to bring
to light its organizational dimensions (Stacey 2005; Davis and Sumara 20006;
Snowden and Boone 2007; Johnson 2008; Loorbach 2010), and to foster more
efficacious educational reform (Morrison 2010; Snyder 2013). In adult educa-
tion research, it has inspired studies on democratic practices and policies (Biesta
20006; Osberg and Biesta 2010), a focus on contexts and relationships (Edwards
et al. 2009), as well as the making of more comprehensive theories of adult
learning; for example, Fenwick and Edwards (2013) combine it with Actor
Network Theory to challenge the dominant view of individual learning, while
Alhadeff-Jones (2012) connects it to Mezirow’s Transformative Learning.
Complexity is proposed in this chapter as a conceptual framework for under-
standing adult learning as a layered and multiple phenomena and for developing
biographical and co-operative practices in adult education and research.

The first epistemological presupposition of complexity is that ‘reality’ is
actually an ongoing construction that is jointly produced by observed and o0b-
serving systems. The traditional opposition between objectivity and subjectivity
is abandoned in favour of a circular relationship between knower and known
(Watzlawick 1984). ‘Reality’ requires an observer (von Foerster 1984), or
rather an observer community, given that ‘observing takes place in languaging’
(Maturana 1990: 102) and is, therefore, invariably a social act. Thus, the
characteristically human way of co-existing, co-evolving, and developing culture
(and by extension, education) is languaging (Maturana and Varela 1992): the
verb form being used to highlight the fact that we are dealing with a process, i.c.
a form of inter-action. The crucial aspects of languaging are not its contents,
words, or the world ‘out there’; rather it is a matter of coordination, reciprocal
orientation, and doing together. Words (denotative meaning) are used to
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compel people to act in certain ways (connotative meaning, Maturana and
Varela 1992).

Hence, the value of our descriptions, stories, and theories (linguistic con-
structions) does not derive from their correspondence with an independent
objective world, but from their viability in a world of experience (von
Glasersteld 2002). This is radical constructivism: an individual selects and edits
what he/she ‘knows’, in keeping with his/her embodied structures, and this
knowledge is built via biography (ontogenesis) understood as co-evolution in
context. Learning, therefore, is ‘an ongoing structural drift’ (Maturana and
Varela 1992) that simultaneously produces the subject, the object, and their
context. Knowers’ actions and perceptions are coordinated (put more simply,
what we do is what we see), and their meaning is construed in relation to the
socio-material environment. Thus, a lifeworld is enacted (Varela et al. 1991) ina
circular loop between learner(s) and context. Individuals co-evolve to form
higher order units (Maturana 1990) such as families, organizations, and social
systems, each with their own internal consistency, identity, language and myths,
each forming an observer community. It is not possible to understand learning
if we have not grasped this complex dynamic. This is the meso-level referred to
earlier in the chapter.

Observer communities are the result of coordinated action that necessarily
involves different individuals (as well as the objects and spaces that become parts
of their structure), given that difference is necessary for action and creation. This
evokes Bateson’s definition of ‘mind’ (1979) as a self-correcting process of
circular interactions that processes differences by creating information. A group,
organization or family are all examples of ‘minds’. They each can learn and
transform, in their own way. A theory of learning should ofter ways of under-
standing the role of different communities both in individual learning and at the
broader societal level.

Complexity theory has relevant consequences for adult education. First, it
invites us not to reduce complex systems to ‘simple’ or ‘complicated’ ones
(Snyder 2013):

e A simple system is based on mechanical repetition; it is expected to
invariably reproduce the same answer to the same question. Von Foerster
refers to it as a ‘trivial machine’ (1993).

e A complicated system depends on a variety of interconnected factors. It
needs expertise to be explained and controlled, but once it has been
explained, it ceases to pose problems. Replicability is possible.

e A complex system cannot be fully ‘explained’ or ‘controlled” without
seriously damaging its delicate equilibrium. It reacts on the basis of its
ongoing, and ever changing, interpretation of the situation at hand.
A complex system is a living system.

Our actions in education or research can construct the other as a simple,
complicated, or complex system.
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Giving instructions is an example of simplification.

Using expert knowledge to foresee someone’s behaviour is complication.
Involving the other, as an observed/observer system, in a process of
mutual learning is complexification.

If we view adults (and their worlds) as complex systems, new information can
emerge at any time from interaction; the concept of emergence implies that
learning is the unforeseen outcome of interdependence and mutual interpre-
tation among multiple actors and levels (Davis and Sumara 2008). What does
this mean for adult education? A human being changes in keeping with his/her
(complex, embodied, conscious and unconscious) interpretation of the situation
at hand. This change is related to multiple constraints and possibilities in the
environment. However, causality in the strict sense cannot be invoked to
explain it. The language of ‘best practice’ and ‘standard operating procedures’
that dominates contemporary education is based on trivialization (von Foerster
1993), that is to say, on the tendency to treat complex systems as simple or
complicated. A living system is unique and cannot be trivialized without
destroying quality. Complex systems can neither be controlled nor totally
known: “The complex is the realm of the unknown unknowns. It is a space of
constant flux and unpredictability. There are no right answers, only emergent
behaviours’ (Snyder 2013: 9). Complexity recognizes and praises uncertainty in
education:

We should learn to navigate on a sea of uncertainties, sailing in and around islands
of certainty. (Morin 1999: 3)

A Layeved Theovy of Learning

Complexity theory challenges the hegemonic idea of learning as merely indi-
vidual, cognitive and acquisitive (Fenwick and Edwards 2013). If knowing is
becoming and coordinating oneself with others within relationships, there is no
such thing as ‘possessing’ or ‘incrementing’ individual knowledge. The isolated
individual is an abstraction; on the contrary, lifeworlds are co-constructed and
transformed through interaction. Learners learn, thus, by coordinating their
behaviours, ideas, reciprocal positioning, narratives, among themselves aznd with
the material world. Hence, there is an urgent need for a comprehensive theory
of coordinated learning, as it emerges from complex inter-actions at different
levels:

¢ the mind/body unit (individual) itself displays multiple levels of learning
(Bateson 1972): Learning 0 is the capacity to respond, consistently with
one’s history and present position; Learning I is a (behavioural) change in
one’s response that has been drawn from a given set of alternatives (this is
what we conventionally understand as learning); Learning II is a corrective
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change in the set of alternatives (meaning, presuppositions, frameworks,
identity) that may be drawn on; while Learning III entails a (rare and
challenging) transformation in the subject’s personal way of setting alter-
natives (self, worldview); all these forms of learning take place—with and
without ‘education’;

e at a relational level, all learning entails (new) conversations within one’s
proximal systems and networks, defined as self-organizing units that sta-
bilize over time and that simultaneously conserve their identity and
undergo structural transformation (organizational learning) as a result of
their members’ actions. Within these systems, and networks of relation-
ships, individual scripts (that which is expected of the subject who belongs
to the community), myths and rituals may also stabilize or transform,
feeding back into the individual learning processes outlined above;

e at the broader social level, structural transformation and change also
continuously occurs; laws, procedures and norms shape (and are shaped
by) the action of local organizations and individuals. The media impact on
people’s lives by spreading dominant narratives (the power of storytelling,
see Salmon 2010); different metaphors of organization and culture can
feed back into the previous levels, either facilitating or undermining the
potential for change (Morgan 1997).

Each of the described levels has its own logic and internal consistency, or
‘structural determinism’ (Maturana and Varela 1992). Concurrently respecting
the individual, the interacting local system, and the broader context demands
both knowledge and reflexivity, especially in a rapidly changing world. The role
of adult education in contemporary society goes far beyond fostering the
acquisition of new abilities and skills, or even reflection, if by reflecting we mean
a merely cognitive and conscious act of knowledge. Learners need to navigate
among different meaning perspectives, in uncertain waters, and re-compose
their dilemmas in viable ways.

Education should thus develop adults’ ability to learn from different and
conflicting views, draw distinctions (von Foerster 1993), and use disorienting
dilemmas to transform their own perspectives of meaning (Mezirow 1991;
Taylor and Cranton 2012). In this view of learning, the role of difference is
crucial, since another point of view is required to make visible and challenge
one’s own. Entering into a relationship with ‘otherness’ is a precondition for
learning.

Complexity works for larger systems too. For example, in educational
reforms (Snyder 2013), which involve a myriad of actors with different interests,
complex approaches may prove more effective than traditional ones. Rather
than issuing instructions or planning outcomes, it is more respectful to create
spaces in which patterns can emerge, by promoting interaction and commu-
nication throughout the whole system. Complex social systems learn via par-
ticipatory and dialogic methods, voicing and celebrating multiple perspectives,
dissent and diversity. The amplification of differences, based on pre-existing
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ideas and practices, leads to transformation without destroying ecarlier
adaptation.

In sum, complexity orients adult education toward the creation of nonlinear,
multiple learning opportunities, based on difference and emergence. This
prompts considerations about responsibility and purpose; if reality is shaped by
observers via coordinated actions and meanings, then we are responsible for the
worlds that we build.

What are the consequences of all this for ethics and aesthetics?
The ethical imperative: act always so as to increase the number of choices.
The aesthetical imperative: if you desire to see, learn how to act.

(von Foerster 1984: 60-61).

BrograraicarLLy ORIENTED EDUCATION:
From Dicooromy 10 COMPOSITION

Learners’ voices and autonomy are attributed with great value within the
conceptual framework presented here. However, it is important to distance
ourselves from the dominant image of an isolated, rational and competitive
learner, whose ‘voice’ risks being determined by dominant discourses and
functionalist presuppositions. The dominant view of lifelong learning (Zarifis
and Gravani 2014), a ‘tramp shining’ (Lucio-Villegas and Fragoso 2015) based
on self-direction and individual responsibility, nurtures the common sense idea
of human beings as rational individuals who are able to design their own lives.
This discourse breaks the pattern which connects individuals to their contexts,
and works against their best co-operative and collective impulses.
Interdependence is then denied in favour of an obsessive focus on the individual
self. From such a perspective, life history and biography might appear to further
reinforce disconnection, and they will actually do so if used to confirm the
individual versus environment dichotomy.

Life history may indeed be used, within an unquestioned functionalist
framework, to reify learning needs and competencies, and to assess possession of
prior knowledge as the basis for accumulating new learning as well as to trivi-
alize or deny deeper and unconscious meaning, emotions, ambivalences, and
shadows (West 2014). However, on the contrary, it can also enable adult
learners to overcome dichotomies, by drawing together:

narrative and reflexivity;

contents and process;

words and body (conscious and unconscious);

purpose and emergence;

self and environment (micro-, meso-, and macro-levels).
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A compositional perspective on biography (Formenti 2008; 2011a) recog-
nizes that learning is both guided by conscious purpose and not controlled by
will. Biographies show that most learning in life is ‘almost as unconscious as
breathing’ (Alheit 2009: 27). Narrative is an aesthetic and performative practice
of composition, similar to play and art (Gergen and Gergen 2012), where it is
recognized that the learner’s needs, desires, beliefs, and actions come from
‘inside” as well as ‘outside’.

When self-narratives are shared, they reveal the frames of meaning and the
constraints that shape adults’ self-knowledge, agency, and learning. They
become resources for transformative and transitional learning. As adults, ‘we
have the chance to recognize the surplus meaning of our life experiences and to
make them usable for deliberate modifications of our self- and world-reference’
(Alheit 2015: 26). Still, this possibility is not automatic. The resources that are
‘concealed in the biographical experiences of real-life people’ need to be rec-
ognized as such, and their potential to generate individual, collective and social
change should be taken seriously by adult educators, who have a role and a
responsibility to act as ‘biographical midwifes’ (Alheit 2015). Alheit and
Dausien (2000) introduced the concept of ‘biographicity’, an autopoietic
resource that emerges from life experience and helps adults to cope with
transitional learning, especially when they are faced with uncertainty and chal-
lenges. One might say that dilemmas, and more generally the experience of
difference, are a requirement for biographicity. This kind of learning goes
beyond the telling of one’s life experience. It requires ‘good enough’ relational
spaces, given that transitional learning processes are difficult and painful. It also
requires spaces of questioning, in which all ‘difference that makes a difference’
becomes new information (Bateson 1979). Biographicity is the outcome of
individual adaptation strategies (micro-level), emerging from specific interac-
tions and conversations (meso-level), and shaped by information coming from
the broader context (macro-level).

How is this fundamental capacity built? How can adults learn to live and
interact in meaningful ways within layered contexts, communities and life-
worlds? Reflection, that is to say, awareness of inner and outer constraints, is
necessary, yet not enough. Learners need reflexivity (Hunt 2013) that means
the capacity to re-connect with the context and with their own body, and
unconscious processes, in order to become responsive to the pattern which
connects. Reflexivity is learning in and through complexity.

Hence, adult education requires practical tools for:

e re-composing mind and body in authentic ways;

e positioning learners in relation to each other, so as to be exposed to their
different points of view and experiences;

e co-constructing viable and sustainable knowledge in the local context
(family, work group, community as ‘minds’);

e respecting broader ecologies.
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In the next section, it is proposed that biographically oriented co-operative
inquiry offers such a learning environment, by fostering dialogic relationships,
conceptual composition, and ‘thinking in stories’ (Bateson 1979).

BiograrHICALLY ORIENTED CO-OPERATIVE INQUIRY:
COMPLEXITY IN ACTION

Biographical, dialogic and reflective /reflexive methods in adult education
research are used to open up new possibilities for both researchers and partic-
ipants. Interpretative and critical research is an antidote to trivialization, in
different ways:

e narrative practices foster transformation at the individual, collective and
social levels (Formenti and West 2016);

e dialogic and co-operative methods develop shared knowledge in groups of
engaged adults (Heron 1996);

e art-based and performative methods allow space for re-enchantment,
aesthetic thinking and embodied knowledge (Gergen and Gergen 2012;
Leavy 2015);

e critical pedagogy develops new frameworks for understanding the deep
implications of knowledge and contexts (Edwards et al. 2009;
Alhadeft-Jones 2010; Fenwick and Edwards 2013).

These approaches may be combined to support emergent learning. For
example, duo-ethnography (Norris et al. 2012; Sawyer and Norris 2013) is a
narrative dialogic approach in which researchers use their subjective experience
as a knowledge resource, to write together, explore their differences, develop a
critical understanding of challenging issues, such as agency, identity and power.
Here, self-narratives are composed from a critical perspective (Rosiek 2013) in
order to build a ‘double’ or ‘multiple’ description (Bateson 1979); individual
voices are both recognized and challenged.

Another good example of a compositional method is co-operative inquiry
(Heron 1996), in which four forms of knowledge—experiential, presentational,
propositional, and practical—are woven together via a process of negotiated
actions and meanings, in groups of adults who meet over a certain period of
time, on a peer-to-peer basis (all participants are researchers). They negotiate
their interests and the scope of their enquiry; then, they share experiences,
stories, and previous knowledge; they explore their representations, symbols
and metaphors; they discuss their different ideas and develop local theories and
projects. Possibilities for individual, collective, and institutional learning emerge
from coordination and collaboration, the creation of common spaces, shared
action and vocabularies. Co-operative inquiry has been used with workers,
unemployed adults, refugees, parents and children, care and education profes-
sionals, social workers, students in higher education, to foster (new) under-
standing and deliberate action (Formenti 2008, 2011a, 2016b).
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This form of inquiry is ‘biographically oriented’ given that the participants’
experience is explored using auto/biographic methods and aesthetic represen-
tation. Writing and self-writing, drawing, collage, video-narration, dance, drama
are used to explore (the meaning of) experience. Self-writing is a crucial
resource for transformation (Hunt 2013), especially when frames of meaning
are challenged by reflexivity.

This process requires investment in terms of time and care if it is to build
sufficiently safe and trusting relationships, generate new information, and nur-
ture generative conversations. Such an approach may be used to foster trans-
formation in care practices (Formenti 2009, 2010, 2013). Care is complex and
problematic in itself: it takes place in both formal and informal contexts, has
both specific and transversal features, and entails both professional and personal
learning. Processes of care should facilitate different subjects (professionals,
family members, patients, etc.) in connection with one another, as well as with
institutionalized practices and cultures (e.g. medical), to recognize their bio-
logical, psychological, relational and social needs. A complex network of rela-
tionships is woven among the self] its proximal system, and the broader social
context; each level has its own internal consistency, language, narratives and
myths, which may give rise to tensions, conflicts or dilemmas. It is no surprise
that care systems are characterized by an urgent quest for meaning and sense.
The need to re-compose disorienting dichotomies is usually silenced in pro-
fessional care contexts, due to the hegemony of trivializing presuppositions.
However, a technical, individualistic approach to learning is clearly inadequate
for the needs of care professionals, who suffer from disconnection and make
others suffer too. Conflict with other professionals and family members, due to
different perspectives on the situation is strong, and all too frequently denied.

In such contexts, co-operative inquiry can promote ‘good enough’ care, first
and foremost by acknowledging the hidden links between learning and caring
(Formenti 2009). Adults, by definition, are those who know how to take care of
themselves and of others; they should also be able to ‘read the care context’,
that is to say, to coordinate their own actions and meanings with those of
others, within the family, community, hospital, etc.

The method consists of four phases, as stated above. Authentic experience
(1) is the starting point of inquiry. Participants explore the deep meaning of
their experience by using auto/biographic methods and aesthetic representations
(2): metaphorical, fictional, and poetic thinking and writing (Formenti 2011a)
are used to generate further possibilities of reflection and reflexivity (Hunt
2013). Art-based methods produce insights by challenging established stories
and theories. In the following step, that is intelligent understanding (3),
dilemmas and polarities can be named and drawn together, through discussion
and dialogue, into larger or higher order ideas: autonomy and dependence,
individual needs/desires and institutional rules, continuity in identity and
transformation, body and mind, emotionality and rationality are re-framed as
‘cybernetic complementarities’ (Keeney 1983). Biographically oriented
co-operative inquiry aims to build a satisfactory complex theory, albeit local and
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provisional; this kind of theory flourishes on the participants’ different stories
and voices, juxtaposing their representations and presuppositions, and opening
up new possibilities of deliberate action (4).

The powerful combination of aesthetic languages, dialogue, and responsive
action, always connected to lived embodied experience, fosters co-evolutionary
learning within the group and nurtures the participants’ ability to appreciate
complex thinking, to recognize stories and differences, to act in playful, careful
and critical ways, and to take personal and social responsibility. It can help
professionals and adults in general to accomplish their social mission of creating
possibilities for better living.

CONCLUSIONS

This chapter offers the metaphor of ‘the pattern which connects’ as a framework
for adult education. Within this framework, learning entails an evolving self as
well as reciprocal and ecological co-evolution, and transformation of contexts.
Learning is the outcome of conscious efforts to change ourselves and others, but
also the emergence of unexpected new patterns, at the biological, psychological,
relational, institutional, and social levels. Learning is thus both social and
individual, physical and symbolic, conscious and unconscious (embodied). The
pattern which connects all these dimensions has been proposed here as a con-
ceptual basis for biographically oriented co-operative learning, as an antidote to
dichotomies and disconnection.

Adult education is urgently required to grasp the complexity of material
dimensions (bodies, spaces, objects), actions and perceptions, emotions, images
and stories (symbolic, artistic, metaphoric thinking), words and propositions,
concepts and critical theories, values and statements of interest, and the
embeddedness of all of these aspects in the broader context (relational, cultural,
social). This complexity cannot be managed using linear, trivializing theories,
practices and policies. Hence, education has the responsibility, wherever pos-
sible, to develop nonlinear learning opportunities enabling individuals to
reconceptualize and re-invent their roles and identities within their communi-
ties. Conventional styles of interaction, based on separation and competition,
closed communities and hyper-specialized languages, need to be revised.

We have quoted Heinz von Foerster’s imperatives (1984). In order to open
up new possibilities (ethical imperative), we need to learn that our actions and
perceptions are interdependent (aesthetical imperative). If our desire is to see a
less fragmented, and more equal, peaceful, and viable world, we must learn to
act in ways that are sensitive to the pattern which connects. Education is still all
too frequently a means of trivializing others, by isolating them and silencing
their voices. The whole human being is deserving of respect. The practice of
complexity should open up possibilities for critical thinking, and foster collab-
orative conversations. Complexity is not comfortable; it is a way of thinking, as
opposed to a source of readymade solutions. It invites adult educators and
researchers to (re)consider education as a multiple, interconnected, and
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uncertain system, and learning as an embodied, embedded, self-organizing
emerging phenomenon, which cannot be foreseen or controlled. As adult
learners, we depend on others, in relationships that shape our worlds.

The pattern which connects is a sensitizing concept that may be used to
re-invent a transdisciplinary language for adult education. This, hopefully, will
boost the capability of the entire system to overcome its disconnections and ‘live
peacefully with what and with whom is other’ (Biesta 2000).

Note

The example comes from a research on life design with adult learners in higher
education. It is a fictionalized story, re-constructed and synthetized by the
author from qualitative data collected through biographically oriented
co-operative workshops.
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Economics and the Political Economy
of Adult Education

Richard Desjardins

Abstract This chapter provides a critical overview of the contribution of eco-
nomics to research and policy on adult education. It discusses three distinct
political economy perspectives and links these to the shifting policy agenda
related to adult education at the OECD over the last five decades. This is done
to reveal the link between different political economy perspectives and the
implications for analytical as well as political perspectives when approaching the
study and policy of adult education. Some implications and challenges for
research on adult education are discussed.

INTRODUCTION

This chapter outlines some of the impacts that economic-related thinking can
be seen to have had on the field of adult education over the last 50 years, and
discusses some of the developments and challenges to the application of the
economic approach to adult education. Aspects of the human capital framework
emerging out of the field of economics of education are outlined, but emphasis is
placed on a number of diffuse yet related developments in and outside the
academy. This is done so as to reveal the growing relevance and importance of
economic-related thinking towards issues of adult education, but also to dis-
tinguish between narrow economic approaches embedded within the now
dominant neoclassical framework underpinning the economics discipline and
often associated with the economics of education, and approaches embedded
within the broader social sciences that can be associated with the political
economy of education. Relevant developments within the academy have emerged
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often in response to the narrowness of the economic approach implied by the
neoclassical paradigm in combination with broader and evolving socio-political
tensions affecting not only research, but also policy and practice and their
relationship to research. At the same time, there is little doubt that a number of
policy and practice-related developments have also emerged to contribute to
and reinforce narrow economic applications such as the growing implementa-
tion of economic principles to the administration of public services (i.e. new
public management), the growth of the measurement industry in education, and
a narrowing view of rigour or what counts as research that is relevant for policy
and practice in education (Cook and Gorard 2007). Revolving around the
rising economic significance of adult education, these dynamics have and con-
tinue to influence agenda setting in adult education, as well as in an interactive
way the understandings and conceptualizations of adult and lifelong learning
among various actors.

A CrrticalL OVERVIEW OF THE CONTRIBUTION
OF THE EcoNoMmics OF EDUCATION TO RESEARCH
AND PoLicy oN ADULT EDUCATION

The Foundations for Economists’ Intevest in (Adult) Education

As a consequence of rising standards of living after the Second World War, there
was growing social demand for education in the 1950s and 1960s in the
Western world which coincided with an increased awareness of the potential of
technological and hence strategic implications of investment in education (e.g.
the launch of the first orbital satellite (Sputnik) by the Soviet Union in 1957).
These factors led to an intensification of the education—economic problem
leading to at least two effects that are worthwhile noting. First, it brought
education to the forefront of the policy agenda in many countries. Already by
the 1960s, the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development
(OECD) joined the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural
Organization (UNESCO) in information-gathering activities regarding educa-
tion at an international level, for policy purposes (Papadopoulos 1994;
Postlethwaite 1994). Second, it brought the question of how educational
resources could be effectively managed to meet the growing demand and
strategic objectives. Sowing the seeds for the growth of the measurement
industry in education, economists began searching for measures of educational
productivity so as to enable analyses that would inform on the most effective
and efficient ways to manage education. Achievement studies led by psycho-
metricians were particularly promising because these provided reliable and
comparative measures—albeit ones for a small but highly important set of
foundational skills. For example, the first International Association for
Evaluation of Educational Achievement (IEA) studies emerged already in the
early 1960s (Husén 1967). Both of these efforts strengthened the relationship
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between policy (including agenda setting) and research in education, and
increased the demand for economically useful research and information. In
brief, these are effectively the foundations which brought economists into a field
that had been traditionally dominated by educationalists with humanistic and
progressive ideals.

The Relevance of the Human Capital Framework for Adult Education

The introduction of the human capital framework around the late 1950s, early
1960s provided a particularly powerful rationale for reconciling the growing
social and strategic demand for education with the notion of education as a
public good (Schultz 1961). The underlying theory emphasized the investment
value of education by making explicit links between the role that education
plays in raising the quality of labour and in turn productivity growth. It pro-
vided a robust framework for both the scientific and policy analysis of the links
between education, learning and economic outcomes. Tens of thousands of
analyses within this framework have been conducted since the 1960s which
provide supporting evidence for the potentially positive economic impacts of
(adult) education at both the micro and macro levels. Theoretical reasoning
within this framework which is well-supported by empirical research suggests
that education and learning boost skills, and in turn employability, productivity,
wages and growth.

The human capital framework is highly relevant for adult education exerting
both positive and negative affects depending on whose perspective. Many
economists have applied the human capital framework to training for
work-related purposes (i.e. the economics of training) including from a lifecycle
perspective (e.g. Mincer 1997; Cunha et al. 2006). Less is known about the
economic effects of adult education broadly defined since the majority of these
studies focus on traiming which typically comprises adult education related
activities that are specifically for work-related purposes. There is ample evidence
supporting the idea that trasming can have positive impacts on a wide range of
labour market outcomes, including the enhancement of employment and career
prospects; performance and earnings; job satisfaction and commitment to work;
and, innovative capacities (Desjardins 2016).

So What’s Wrong with the Human Capital Framework?

The economics of education as a field of academic research is well accepted, but it
often involves a highly circumscribed application of economic-related thinking
to issues relevant to the field of (adult) education which may have had and
continues to have negative consequences for adult education. While the
framework provides an appealing rationale for the economic value of education
and training that continues to influence the expansion of education and training
systems to this day, a number of substantive concerns arise when the framework
is applied within the prevailing conventions of the economics discipline.
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First, the theoretical framing of applications can be problematic. For exam-
ple, the microeconomic foundations of the neoclassical economic framework are
firmly embedded within most applications of the human capital framework, and
perhaps more importantly often drive the interpretation of results. These
include core assumptions about human behaviour such as rational choice and
non-satintion (i.e. greed) which are convenient for mathematical modelling in
theoretical terms and statistical application but do not do justice to wider
understandings of human and social behaviour in the social sciences. While
these assumptions are helpful for analytical purposes, the framing itself tends to
drive the (uncritical) interpretation of results. Perhaps the most remarkable
omissions in the theory of human behaviour embedded within the framework
are the existence of social and power relations, and the importance of societal
norms and aspirations (beyond monetary gain) in driving behaviour. By
implication, institutions are typically treated as exogenous, and in interpreta-
tions of results these are often seen as problematic, because they distort the
(assumed) principles by which humans behave which are embedded in the core
foundations of the framework. The level of critical, political or ideological
awareness on which this is premised is unclear, especially among the mass of
students being trained within this framework around the world. In fact, claims
to value-neutrality or the notion that normative aspects have no place in an
empirically driven science such as economics can still be heard in the halls of
economics departments around the world. In any case, it should be no surprise
that the only institution that tends to be advocated by neoclassical economists is
the market, since this is typically the only one being modelled within the
framework and consistent with the highly circumscribed theory of behaviour
embedded within it.

Second, and related to the first point, interpretations of micro-level statistical
results generated within the framework often underplay the aggregation
problem inherent to all micro level research in the social sciences. While there is
evidence related to the impact of human capital investment at both the micro
and macro levels, micro-level statistical results are often (implicitly) interpreted
as having overall macro-level consequences for welfare, but this is not neces-
sarily the case (even where causality is claimed) since such results may simply be
symptomatic of status or positional effects and/or redistributive effects with no
clear indication of impact on net welfare effects, especially if the latter were to
include distributional aspects. Such theoretical concerns are thus crucial but
nevertheless often remain overlooked because they are outside the scope of the
framework. For example, omitting key contextual information or understand-
ings such as those related to social and power relations, institutions and norms,
may thus inadvertently lead to highly circumscribed interpretations of attempts
at rggorous research. Moreover, analyses from this perspective can be prob-
lematic if too much empbhasis is placed on decontextualized interpretations of
statistical results. It is worthwhile to note that contextualization itself is part of
the research process and predicated on analytical methods such as good quali-
tative accounts of contexts, as well as logical and structural forms of
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comparisons but not all social scientists steeped with mathematical and statistical
skills are trained to do careful contextualization’s of both the framing of the
analysis and the interpretation of results.

Third, the conceptualization of adult education itself and what is considered
to count as training may detract or thwart attention from some types of adult
education. What counts as training and how this relates to adult education, is
generally not well defined. To be sure, economists rarely use the term adult
education but instead focus on training or variants (professional, vocational,
technical education) directly related to work-related purposes. Popular or liberal
forms of adult education related to personal (leisure) or social (democratic)
related reasons may thus get short shrift, even if different types of adult edu-
cation may be directly or indirectly linked to the development of skills relevant
to the economy and motivations for participation in job or non-job related adult
education are not neatly distinguishable (Rubenson 1999). The linkages among
the different types of learning for different purposes in relation to different types
of skill development and overall economic and social functioning are complex,
which is at odds with the principle of parsimoniousness upheld as an ideal by
€CONOmists.

Empirically, it is unclear to what extent the policy attention that economists
have brought to adult education via the human capital approach has been
entirely detrimental to non-job related adult education. According to data made
available by the International Adult Literacy Survey (IALS) in the 1990s and the
Survey of Adult Skills (also known as the Programme for International
Assessment of Adult Competencies—PIAAC) in 2012, adult education for
non-job related reasons has not necessarily declined substantially. Instead, adult
education for work-related reasons or of the kind that is employer supported has
grown dramatically over the last 20+ years (Desjardins 2017). IALS and PIAAC
were large-scale international comparative surveys focusing on adult skills and
adult learning (see OECD/HRDC 1997; OECD 2013). The net result is an
enormous growth in resources now being devoted to the adult
education-related activity. It should, therefore, be no surprise that economists
are increasingly involved in matters related to adult education.

It is important to note, however, that while adult education for non-job
related reasons has not necessarily declined substantially, public support and
perception (including among policy makers) of such opportunities may have
changed considerably. As mentioned, the human capital framework had a
powerful impact in the 1960s in helping to reconcile growing demand for
education more generally with justification of public support, but over time
analyses within this approach led to a debate on the public vs private benefits of
education. Since the 1980s, analyses (e.g. Psacharopoulos 1981, 1985, 2006;
Psacharopoulos and Patrinos 2004) following the human capital approach have
been used to justify or place pressure on the public good dimension of different
types and levels of education. Combined with the movement to intensify the
implementation of economic principles in the administration of public services
since the 1980s (i.e. new public management), these kinds of analyses continue
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to place significant pressure on public support for the development, provision
and governance of adult education.

A WIDER SoCIAL SCIENCE APPROACH: THE POLITICAL
EcoNnomy oF AbuLT EDUCATION

Since the 1980s, the mainstream of the economics discipline has been domi-
nated by the neoclassical school of thinking which as mentioned does not take
into account the dynamics of ‘power relations’ or concepts such as ‘social
transformation vs social reproduction’, diversity or democracy. Consequently,
economists following this approach can be criticized for being slow or inhibited
in adapting the logic of governance embedded in modernization theory to
post-structural developments since the 1970s. Instead, it might be argued that
the tendency within the discipline has been to adapt the modernization
framework by intensifying the same logic but wrestling the focus away from the
state and politics toward a narrow market-based view of the world (i.e.
neoliberalism). This could be construed as a highly self-referential ‘power grab’
under the guise of science (for example see the arguments presented in
Friedman 2009 )—perhaps unwittingly and/or misguided given the disciplines
narrow training in the wider social sciences. For example, social theory, phi-
losophy of science or the critical approach to research do not necessarily feature
high on the agenda of university economics departments. Notwithstanding,
wider societal developments have clearly transformed the social sciences and
should (not without challenge) eventually increasingly impact how economists
frame the application of economic principles to research, policy and practice of
(adult) education. Loosely speaking, the economics discipline is closely aligned
with the problem-solving approach to education policy research (Desjardins and
Rubenson 2009). In de-emphasizing the relevance of norms in the neoclassical
approach, the problem is usually taken as a given and it is only the solution that
is of relevance. This may help to explain the uncritical acceptance and repro-
duction of the neoclassical framework within mainstream economics.

In contrast, when using a critical approach which is more closely aligned with
the political economy of education, the problem itself and the solution are made
to be problematic (see Cox 1996). The political economy of education approach
seeks to fill some of the gap left over by the economics of education approach as
described above. Here, the focus remains on economic-related thinking
involving (adult) education but emphasis is placed on social theory, institutional
aspects, norms and socio-political positions as well as the critical approach to
research. The approach draws on economic sociology and new institutionalism
(Swedberg 1996; Crouch and Streeck 1997). It leads to an effective critique of
the human capital framework, as well as analytical and policy perspectives that
diverge substantially from the neoclassical approach. See Brown et al. (2001) for
an analysis on the basis of this framework which outlines seven key aspects
related to policy implications for skill formation (which very much relate to
adult education) that diverge from human capital models.
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Sarrrs IN THE OECD Poricy AGENDA ON ADULT
EDUCATION AND THE ROLE OF ALTERNATIVE POLITICAL
EcoNoMYy PERSPECTIVES

The following outlines the shift in the OECD policy agenda related to adult
education over the last five decades. The shifts are linked to three distinct
political economies that have manifested themselves over the years. The analysis
suggests that there is a close link between the political economy perspective
adopted and the diverging analytical as well as political perspectives that can
ensue when approaching the study and policy of adult education.

Recurvent Education: Modernization—Keynesian Framework

The modernist socio-political position which emerged in the aftermath of the
Second World War was dominant up until the 1960s in Western industrialised
countries. Within this framework, the government is seen to play an important
role in steering, managing and minimizing conflict. The political economy
perspective reflected in the so-called Keynesianism which had emerged in the
1930s provided the primary legitimation for state intervention to steer, and
even accelerate development toward modernity. The latter reflected ideals
associated with equilibrium and harmony as well as advanced industrialisation
and being developed. By the 1960s, growing complexity in the modernized
world led to the rise of alternative socio-political positions (e.g. neo-Marxism).
The modernist positon unravelled precisely due to emerging conflicts in social,
economic and cultural realms, which were inconsistent with the prior modernist
arrangements to manage such conflicts. Partly in recognition of growing
complexity and the need for citizens to cope with modernization, organizations
such as UNESCO and the Council of Europe had by the 1960s recognized the
necessity to spread educational opportunities over a lifetime. The Council of
Europe elaborated the concept of education permanente or lifelong education.
UNESCO claborated the concept of lfelong learning. The Edgar Faure
Commission under the banner of UNESCO released a report in 1972 entitled
Learning to Be which provided a coherent philosophy of lifelony learning for
the first time, which brought key aspects of adult education to the fore of the
policy agenda (Hasan 1996).

Around this time, the OECD introduced an alternative or planning strategy
to implement lifelong education which emphasized the economic role of edu-
cation, namely recurrent education. Aside from being seen as a strategy to cope
with the changing requirements of rapidly changing economies, it could be seen
as a way to moderate the social demand for education by providing an alter-
native to the ever-lengthening period of continuing education for youth and to
mitigate the financial consequences of the explosion of enrolment in upper
secondary and higher education (Tuijnman 1996). Fostering a more equitable
distribution of educational resources, especially between younger and older
generations was very much within the picture. The idea had been first
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introduced by Olof Palme, at the time Swedish Minister of Education at a
conference of European Ministers of Education held at Versailles in 1968, as a
means to promote social democracy (Kallen 1979). Lifelonyg learning and ed-
ucation permanente emphasized holistic and humanistic ideals, whereas the
OECD emphasized the economic dimension, especially the link between edu-
cation and work (Rubenson 2008). While the 1972 UNESCO report had
formulated a set of principles and recommendations, it provided no clear
indications as to the structure of the future lifelong education system.
The OECD, however, elaborated extensively in terms of its implications for the
labour market and coherent strategies, both education and non-educational
strategies (financing policies, educational leave and measures on the labour
market and inside industry) to be adopted in order to implement objectives.
The essence of the recurrent education was to distribute education over the
lifespan of the individual in a recurring way, in alternation with other activities,
principally with work, but also with leisure and retirement. Students were to be
able to take up and leave study throughout their lives. The idea was that
education should be lifelong and not just front loaded. However, by calling for a
restructuring of education and training systems to integrate post-compulsory
education and adult education, the concept differed little from the formal
education system (Tuijnman 1996).

Recurrent education was never implemented as a consistent strategy but some
of the changes advocated did become part of education policy and practices, in a
piecemeal fashion (Tuijnman 1996). For example, post-compulsory education
structures became more flexible in many countries, effectively increasing the
participations rates of adults in formal education (Desjardins and Lee 2016).
However, adult education continued to remain a discrete and financially weak
sector. Aside from a slowing of the economy and rise of unemployment in the
mid-1970s, the failure of the strategy was due to a number of factors. First, it
required a major transformation of the formal education system for which the
sector was not ready. Second, it required a coordinated approach with other
policies—labour, employment, social welfare, and income transfer policies but
legislation was insufficient. Most of all, it introduced a financial burden that was
not adequately worked out, and one that ultimately relied exclusively on the
public purse. In other words, the strategy was conceived from a political econ-
omy perspective where the government bore the primary role for financing and
implementing nearly all of the governance and provision associated with adult
education including for the labour market.

Lifelong Learning: Neoclassical Framework

By the 1990s, the importance of the human factor as being fundamental to
economic activity, competitiveness and social advance re-emerged but within a
very different political economy perspective. Arising out of the 1980s the
dominant political economy was now neoliberalism which prevails to this day. In
contrast to Keynesianism, neoliberalism rejects the notion that the state has a
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strong role to play in steering development or in balancing social interests such
as engaging in large-scale redistribution to alleviate the ills of capital accumu-
lation (e.g. Pierson 1994; Gewirtz 2002; Hursh 2005; Davies and Bansel
2007). Instead, emphasis is placed on the market to steer development, so
much so as to encompass the steering of political and social activity since these
are inseparable from economic activity. Within this framework, inequality is
viewed as an individual responsibility, not the consequence of structural rela-
tions in society or a public responsibility that should be alleviated or merit any
negotiated political settlement as in the case of Keynesianism. Social disadvan-
tage can be seen as a source of incentive to be a more productive member of
society and individuals should be left to fend for themselves. Much of these
ideas are based on the neoclassical framework already discussed including a
range of economic theories and empirical studies in the fields of international
trade, growth, labour market and industrial organisation, which emphasizes
parsimony and quantifiability under an appealing guise of scientific rigour and
validity. Consequently, neoliberal ideas have had an impact across a broad range
of policy thinking, including adult education. In particular, market liberalization
heightens the significance of (adult) education as an economic policy tool,
because education and training are seen to play a crucial role in maintaining
national competitiveness. This is well reflected in the OECDs discourse of
knowledge-based economies starting in the late 1980s (OECD 1989) and
lifelong learning for all (OECD 1996) in the 1990s, which effectively subsumed
the discourses of risk, competition and the consequent need to continually
invest in learning throughout the lifespan so as to keep up.

The lifelong learning for all agenda at the OECD in the 1990s placed
emphasis on the intrinsic as opposed to the instrumental value of education
(OECD 1996). It also emphasized universal access to learning opportunities
over the entire lifespan. However, learning opportunities are considerably
broadened to include all kinds of learning in diverse settings, emphasizing
particularly the recognition and importance of non-formal learning. Recurrent
education was an alternative strategy to the lengthening of front loaded
schooling, so that opportunities are spread out over the lifespan. In contrast,
lifelong learning was one of continuity, a seamless view of learning, combining
the non-formal and informal in a variety of settings, at home, at work, and in the
community. It also emphasized core concepts such as learning to learn and
other characteristics required for subsequent learning, including motivation and
capacity such as foundation skills. The agenda can be seen to have promoted a
master concept for thinking about the whole of the education and training
system even if it can be surmised that a core purpose of the agenda was to draw
attention to the importance of adult education. It was thus holistic, but perhaps
so much so as to be too diffuse to remain on the OECD agenda. The term
remains ever present in some countries’ discourse and certainly the European
Commission’s policies surrounding education but even the UNESCO Institute
for Lifelong Learning in Hamburg now emphasizes the concept of aduit
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learning and education in order to ensure focus on adult education (UNESCO
Institute for Lifelong Learning 2012).

There are a number of key distinctions between lifelong learning and
recurrent education agendas at the OECD which reveal key differences in the
shift of key political economy perspectives. First, the concept of individual
demand was emphasized over the concept of social demand. This reflected an
increased reliance on the responsibilities of employers and individual learners for
adult education which is consistent with the rise of new public management
concepts such as accountability and choice. Second, and related to the first point,
there is a major difference in the role of the government. In recurrent education,
formal education was emphasized and thus a large role was assigned for orga-
nizing, managing and financing the system to the government. In sharp con-
trast, the OECD lifelong learning agenda retreats from this, and emphasizes
shared responsibility. Moreover, the idea of alternating work with formal edu-
cation on a cyclical basis was replaced by strategies to promote learning while
working and working while learning.

Skills Strategy: New Political Economy of Skills Framework

Following the lifelong learning for all agenda and the International Adult
Literacy Survey of the 1990s (OECD/HRDC 1997), the OECD embarked on
a thematic review of adult learning systems in 17 countries between 1998 and
2002 which resulted in a number of useful publications on adult education (e.g.
OECD 2003, 2005). By the late 2000s, however, very few staff working at the
OECD were addressing adult education issues. In the lead up to the OECD
skills strategy published in 2012, the agenda could be construed as having
shifted nearly exclusively to skills (OECD 2012). The latter, however, can be
seen to have largely incorporated the new political economy of skills approach by
shifting policy concern to the demand for skills rather than simply the supply of
skills.

Already by the early 1990s, the shift of OECD economies towards infor-
mation- and knowledge-based economies brought attention to basic skills such
as literacy and numeracy. Much of the policy focus tended to be on the supply
of basic skills needed for the new economy, and on the negative consequences
of deficits for individual workers and economies, which provided a boost to
adult education of a certain kind, namely basic skills training or compensatory
adult education. However, growth in demand for skills was taken for granted or
as an inevitable consequence of development in market economies. Thus, little
attention was directed to actual skill demand and the possible incentives in place
in a neoliberal economy for price-based competition strategies to prevail which
might undermine investment in skill development (Finegold and Soskice 1988).
Moreover, less thought was given to how a lack of use and low levels of demand
for these skills is linked to skill loss (Krahn and Lowe 1998; Reder 2009) and by
extension restricts large groups from receiving adult education. A related but
opposing debate on the idea of over-education and over-skilling emerged in
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mid-to-late 2000s suggesting that market imbalances for skill may be driven by
over-investment in education (Desjardins 2014).

Some of this short-sightedness related to the debate on over-education may
be partly attributed to the dominance of the neoclassical and hence human
capital framework, which tends to emphasize a supply side view of the labour
market. This approach can impact the formulation of analytical, as well as policy
perspectives on adult education in a number of ways. Foremost it portrays skill
imbalances as a phenomenon driven by supply-side conditions. For example, it
highlights inadequacies of education and training systems as a reason for
imbalances in the labour market (Lorenz et al. 2016). The key policy impli-
cation is to promote the reduction of qualifications, which can negatively impact
access by adults to formal education (due to perceived over-education).
Another implication is to ensure quality-of-education and training systems and
their responsiveness to labour market needs. Better guidance and information
are also seen as helpful for mitigating the incidence of skill imbalance.

In contrast, the new political economy of skills framework leads to the for-
mulation of an alternative analytical perspective which can lead to very different
policy implications. The approach emphasizes the demand side view of the
labour market, and thus, portrays skill imbalances as a phenomenon driven by
demand side conditions (i.e. incentives of employers, and the technology and
organizational models employers use). For example, it highlights the possible
inadequacies of labour market practices as a reason for imbalances. The key
policy implication is to promote the adjustment of work and organisational
practices in ways that optimize skill use and skill gain, and avoids skill loss over
time; as well as foster employer training including the development of generic
skills. A key point from this perspective is that economies can remain compet-
itive without upgrading skills, because the market does not necessarily provide
the incentives consistent with a high-skills strategy or high-skills equilibrium
(Finegold and Soskice 1988; Brown et al. 2001; Everson et al. 2009; Froy et al.
2009; Buchanan et al. 2010; Mason and Constable 2011). Perhaps most
importantly, it highlights that politics and aspirations that surround institutions
involved in skill formation systems matter and accordingly that routes to high
skill formation and the policies that may be required vary according to context.

SOME IMPLICATIONS AND CHALLENGES FOR RESEARCH
oN ApuLt EpucaTioN

The Diversification of Reseavch and Perspectives

It is now well recognized that the production of knowledge is no longer the
privy of universities. Research is now widely undertaken directly by various
stakeholders with varied interests including public and private. Therefore, there
are now clear distinctions emerging among different types of researchers: aca-
demic researchers, policy researchers, technical researchers, etc. How these
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researchers relate with one another and how they relate to knowledge pro-
duction such as disciplinary bodies of knowledge differ widely across disciplines
and fields. In education including within a lifelong perspective, this has become
particularly diffuse.

Notwithstanding, it is arguably policy thinking grounded in the ‘logic’ of
what mainstream economics is now built on (i.e. the neoclassical framework),
and thus policy research of a technical kind, that has had most impact on the
field of adult education over the last 50 years, rather than the discipline itself or
economic-related thinking in adult education, although the two are related.
Academic economists of education are crucial in this regard, since more generally
the academy continues to play a central role in defining, delimiting and
reproducing the accepted body of knowledge surrounding different disciplines.
Yet, academic economists arguably do not do justice to economic-related
thinking that has emerged outside of the neoclassical model. This is particularly
important because of the continuing dominance of neoliberalism. Combined
with the rising significance of adult education as an economic policy tool,
economists continue to gain power at the highest levels of governance which
may increasingly impact policies on (adult) education.

It is accordingly important to foster diversity in research and perspectives that
frame research and interpret results. The danger is to favour particular kinds of
research and to set standards on research from a particular discipline or
approach. Thus, fostering a balanced evidence-base is crucial. Yet in many policy
and research circles micro-level statistical research and experimental methods
are seen as synonymous with ‘evidence’; and as the gold standard for informing
policy-making so as to achieve the ideal of evidence-based policy making. While
results generated from these types of studies can be helpful for informing the
debate they often produce a fragmented and incomplete picture; circumstances
that are not helpful for making informed decisions. Given the difficulty in
measuring or quantifying many of the relevant factors needed to carefully
generate and interpret results relevant for policy and practice, other analytical
methods are necessary. Moreover, interpretation of results from such studies
needs to be carefully contextualized and often depend on good qualitative
accounts as well as logical and structural forms of comparisons.

Moreover, as ambitions to predicate policies on research and evidence con-
tinue to pervade, it is particularly important to foster critical awareness among
knowledge producers. That is, for knowledge producers to have a clear
understanding of the political and social basis and implications of their research.
Subscribing to ideas of value-neutrality in social science may be problematic
since social scientists’ choices may affect the lives of millions all the while
claiming neutrality.

Reframing Pevspectives on the Role of Adult Education in Society

Despite the shortcomings of mainstream economic approaches described above,
economic-related thinking remains crucially important to the field of adult
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education. In the face of scarcity and complexity, decisions need to be made and
resources need to be managed—circumstances which the so-called economic
sciences claim special competencies. Indeed, education including the lifelong
aspect has increasingly become an economic policy tool. Therefore, how
economists frame questions surrounding the worthiness or purpose of adult
education has arguably become more important than ever. Viewing adult
education activity as worthwhile (i.e. Investment), whether it is for reproductive
or transformative purposes, individual agency or social and institutional reform
remains crucial and needs to be developed further.

To be sure, economic applicability and investment is not just limited to
productivity effects or the economy. Attempts to cast aside social and power
relations, norms, aspirations, or to approach economics as something distinct
from social and political activity is too circumscribed and can lead to highly
perverse or misguided analytical and policy perspectives. It is ill-advised to
attempt to separate the economic realm from political and social realms. As a
concrete example even at the micro level, the importance or applicability of
economic-related thinking to the study of incentives among individuals and
employers in relation to motivation is important regardless of purpose (i.c. job,
personal, civic; productivity vs democracy; reproductive vs transformative;
innovation). The same warning could be voiced regarding the approach by
non-economists and their perspective on economics, namely that adult educa-
tion is not just for humanistic purposes. Adult education is closely related to
economic, social and human functioning—these are fundamentally linked and
cannot be neatly distinguished. Adult education plays a central role in society by
enabling complex communication and governance across distinct but interde-
pendent sub-systems and should be framed and approached as such rather than
in piecemeal fashion. A broader social science approach is thus particularly vital
at the macro and policy level for framing the discourse surrounding the for-
mation and reformation of public policy and institutional frameworks relevant
to adult learning in ways that are consistent with societal objectives, including
(sustainable) economic development, and not least the distribution of welfare in
ways that are consistent with our concern for the human and social condition.
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The Critical Turn in Human Resources
Development

Tonette S. Rocco, Sunny L. Munn and Joshua C. Collins

Abstract This chapter presents the evolution of the critical turn in human
resource development (HRD). The chapter includes a description of theory,
understanding the dynamic relationship of theory to practice, and an exami-
nation of the need for critical theory in a practitioner-focused field. A brief
description of critical theory is provided to support other critical paradigms used
in HRD such as feminist theory/critical feminist theory, the social justice
paradigm, and queer theory. The discussion centres on the space these theories
made for the creation of critical human resource development, and the inclusion
of critical race theory which takes HRD in a more radical direction. The chapter
concludes with implications for the field.

Adult education, lifelong education, and lifelong learning are often seen as
separate fields, related fields, and the same field simultaneously. Similarly,
human resource development (HRD) and adult education (AE) are entangled.
The entanglements stem from a shared focus on adults, adult learning, work-
place skills and competencies, programme development and management, and
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curriculum development. The connection is evident between the two fields
because adult learning theory informs practice, graduates from AE programmes
frequently find themselves in corporate situations conducting training, or the
role of HRD and AE is seen as developing competence in learners to make them
better workers.

The way researchers and practitioners view the connection or lack of connection
between fields affects the research questions pursued and the methods used to solve
problems practitioners face at work. Those scholars who lean more towards AE,
but find that their main field is HRD, are more likely to hold a social justice
perspective. The social justice perspective is concerned with basic human rights,
equity, and opportunities to live, learn, and work that are fair to all (Byrd 2014Db).
HRD scholars who were not heavily exposed to AE concepts or who did not
embrace them see the world through a technical rational perspective driven by
economics and vocationalism, where theory is usually separated from practice
(Belzer et al. 2001). The truth is this dichotomy is an oversimplification and
overgeneralisation of the relationship and each field’s foci.

However, as Collins and Collard (1995) argued AE is not wholeheartedly
focused on social justice. Instead, AE works to create competencies in those
who are disadvantaged by race, gender, class, ability, or other aspects of identity,
without attempting to be critical of AE’s role ‘in sustaining existing class rela-
tions’ (Collins and Collard 1995). When adult educators uncritically focus on
developing competencies in marginalised workers to encourage employability,
the deficit perspective—which perpetuates the notion that minority people lack
skills, knowledge, and the correct attitudes—is supported. Competency devel-
opment supports the view that people are resources that assume added value
after becoming skilled, that some skills are more valuable than others, and that
some workers by virtue of race, gender, or some other characteristic are less
capable of developing the competence, or learn the competency poorly. Linking
(in)competence to identity markers, being dismissive of research informed by a
paradigm or theory with an identity or identity politics at its core (i.e. feminism
or critical race theory), creates a schism with scholars taking a critical perspective
on educational practices. This dismissive attitude shaped debates within HRD
(Bierema 2009) and initiated the introduction of critical theories.

To increase awareness of social justice and equity issues, HRD scholars
introduced concepts from critical theory such as the critique of power, hege-
mony, normality, and authority (Gedro et al. 2014). There are two camps in
HRD: those who use critical paradigms and those who do not. The group of
scholars who do not use critical paradigms are split between those who proclaim
research should be neutral (Swanson 2004), often disparaging of critical para-
digms, and those who use the work of critical scholars when relevant to their
work. Tensions exist between the critical and not critical camps regarding how
to define HRD (Lee 2001), considerations of future research foci (Swanson
2004), the suitability of research methods, and who determines which research
questions or participant experiences are important in HRD (Bierema et al.
2002; Bierema 2002).
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Schied the first scholar to “critically’ reflect on the actions of HRD is an adult
educator and labour activist, who asked ‘How did humans become resources
anyway?’ (1995: 287). He provided a history of HRD while critiquing it as ‘the
dominant model for workplace education’ and finding it suspect because of
HRD?’s concern with the corporation over the individual. Schied’s work seems
to be the first critique of HRD using a critical approach and later a feminist
approach (Howell et al. 2002). Another critique provided by Baptiste (2001) of
human capital theory (HCT), one of the foundational theories of HRD
(Swanson 1995), claimed HRD spawned ‘pedagogical practices that are apo-
litical, adaptive, and individualistic’ (Baptiste 2001: 184) which can never lead
to equity and social justice.

Gradually, feminism (Bierema and Cseh 2000; Bierema et al. 2002; Bierema
2002), critical race theory (CRT) (Bernier and Rocco 2003), critical HRD
(Fenwick 2004), and critical theory (Sambrook 2004) were introduced into
HRD scholarship. These few scholars who bring critical perspectives to HRD
generally share a background in AE, consider themselves members of both
fields, and are influenced by the critical and social justice work in AE. Their
shared challenge is to develop a social justice consciousness in HRD practi-
tioners or at the very least an awareness of how corporate policies and actions
matter differently to people from different cultures, genders, sexual orientations,
and with different abilities.

The purpose of this chapter is to discuss the introduction and evolution of
the critical turn in HRD. The authors are US scholars who take an Anglophone
perspective on this issue. The ‘critical turn’ was introduced by Ulrich (1996) to
suggest the movement of turning away from a conventional conception of
rationality and as a way to find ‘critical solution/s] to the unavoidable question
of rationality’ (italics in original, 12). We begin with a discussion of the rela-
tionship between theory and practice, followed by descriptions of critical
paradigms used in HRD, CHRD, and CRT, the necessity for being critical in
HRD, and implications for practice. The evolution of the critical turn begins
with a description of theory, understanding the dynamic relationship of theory
to practice, and ends with an examination of the need for critical theory in a
practitioner-focused field. A brief description of critical theory will be provided
because critical theory spawned other critical paradigms used in HRD, such as
feminist theory/critical feminist theory (Bierema 2002), the social justice
paradigm (Byrd 2014b), and queer theory (Gedro and Mizzi 2014). The dit-
ferences and commonalities between these theories created a space or need for
critical human resource development and critical race theory, which takes HRD
in a more radical direction. The chapter will conclude by addressing questions at
the heart of the matter: Why should we/practitioners and researchers care
about equity? How can practitioners incorporate a concern for equity into
corporate policies and procedures? Is not equity code for taking power from
White /straight /able-bodied men? Should not we teach our students about
power structures alongside training techniques? How is this useful to the field?
How can practitioners use these theories in their practice?
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THE IMPORTANCE OF THEORY TO PRACTICE

Theory underlies practice. A theory is a framework of ideas guiding practice,
which generalises beyond individual experience, is predictive, and covers a
category of events (Brookfield 2010). While theories are considered the pro-
vince of scholars, everyone has theories about the ways things work or why
people behave the way they do. Practitioners make ‘judgements based on
assumptions, instincts, hunches, and explicit understandings [which] are theo-
retical” (Brookfield 2010: 71). The data practitioners use can be complex or
simple, such as in-depth, formally conducted surveys of employees, or obser-
vations over time. The observations arise from comparing events, people, out-
comes, and practices. The analysis of these data can be formal or informal and is
used to predict what future actions will have particular consequences. Thus,
practitioners generate theories-in-use (Argyris and Schon 1989) to explain an
event and to anticipate the consequences produced by similar events.

Formal and established theories are introduced to students through formal
education. Practitioners who were students remember the theories they learned
and apply them to personal and work-based problems. Theories introduced
during course work provide a point of reference for HRD practitioners.
Sometimes student practitioners will re-evaluate their operating philosophies or
values as a result of learning a new theory. Sometimes the theory a student
practitioner is exposed to provides insight into complex practice situations.
Theories also facilitate knowledge transfer between academics and practitioners
(Garavan et al. 2000), providing a bridge from research to practice.

Academics are teachers who make decisions about what theories and research
are important to share with students. There is no theory or research that is
neutral and free from bias. Bias might be controlled for or contained; it should
always be acknowledged. Bias is introduced into classrooms by instructors and
students through the topics we teach, the tone used to explain the topic, and
the language used to discuss the topic. Students introduce their bias into these
discussions too. This bias might be called perspective and more formally a world
view or paradigm. Patton (2002) argues the distinctions between theories,
research strategies, and paradigms are ‘arguable and somewhat arbitrary’ (80).
Neutrality in research should simply mean the researcher will not manipulate
the data to validate the researcher’s agenda.

A problem exists when one group of scholars believes their research and
methods are neutral, which is at best an impossible standard and at its worst
academic arrogance. We select course content certainly in terms of course need
but these selections are informed by our values and perspectives. It is not likely
that an academic will give a lot of attention to the discussion of a theory that the
academic seriously disagrees within class. The myth of neutrality is based on
several assumptions such as: neutrality is a prized or desirable condition; it is
achievable; it guarantees that our perceptions and assumptions about others do
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not interfere/influence our choices; and that White people and White males
particularly represent neutrality.

In HRD, Swanson’s (2004) voice was loudest in claiming that research free
of bias, and therefore neutral, was possible if instead of using a theory such as
feminism, a unisex perspective was used to conduct research. This perspective,
like other ‘neutral perspectives’, is informed by paternalism and positivism,
which is evident when one of his suggestions for conducting research on women
at work is for research teams to be composed of women with the addition of
men for balance. Swanson failed to suggest that when men research men, they
should include women on the research team for balance or that when research
done on samples composed largely of White men, non-White researchers should
be invited to join the research team for balance, therefore implicitly endorsing
the White male as neutral and rational to counter the influence of researchers
who acknowledge their perspective and possible emotional involvement with
the topic. Since as scholars we have not articulated a White male
perspective /theory/paradigm, the work that comes from this paradigm is
viewed as mainstream, normal, neutral, and even reasonable to some. This
normative stance claims that the White male experience is the baseline for
knowledge and other experiences are not important or are represented well
enough by the ‘norm’. Swanson’s claim illustrates the need for critical theories
because ‘HRD as a discipline has not exceedingly concerned itself with issues of
diversity, equality, power, discrimination, sexism, homophobia, racism, or other
similar issues in organisations. Yet, these challenges pervade both the workplace
and society’ (Bierema and Cseh 2003: 5).

While Swanson claims neutrality in his work, Bierema acknowledges the
existence of paradigms that influence her work—a clear example of their dif-
fering worldviews. Paradigms are important because they are ‘accepted exam-
ples of actual scientific practice ... [that] provide models from which spring
particular coherent traditions of scientific research’ (Kuhn 1996: 10). The
acknowledged use of critical paradigms in HRD is in direct response to focusing
on performance improvement, privileging organisational goals over individual
goals, dismissing the effect of power and privilege within an organisation
(Nackoney and Rocco 2008; Rigg et al. 2007), and claiming neutrality.

CriticAL Parapigms UsedD IN HRD

Critical paradigms in HRD are preceded and foundationalised by the emer-
gence of three successive areas of philosophical and theoretical thought:
(a) modern social science, with key works such as Marx’s 1867 Das Kapital
(Marx 2009), Durkheim’s 1893 The Division of Labour in Society (Durkheim
2014), and Weber’s 1922 Economy and Society (Weber 1978) in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries; (b) critical theory, with key thinkers
such as Marcuse (1974 ), Fromm (1941) and Habermas (1972) associated with
the mid-twentieth-century Frankfurt School; and (¢) critical theory through the
lens of identity, with key thinkers such as Butler (1990), Bell (1992), hooks
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(2000) and Sen (2009) in the late twentieth century and continuing presently.
The emergence of modern social science stimulated new ideas regarding the
institutionalised nature of oppression and advanced alternative ways of knowing
that were anti-positivistic and fixated on radical social change.

The emergence of critical theory was, in many ways, the result of a positive
response to these new ideas. The dialogue of individuals like Marx, Durkheim,
and Weber caught the attention of the Frankfurt School scholars who sought
new lenses for thinking about complex sociopolitical issues. At its core, critical
theory promotes change to systems of authority and power (Marcuse 1974);
questions institutions which constrain human potential by privileging certain
groups, as illustrated in Friere’s 1970 Pedagogy of the Oppressed (Friere 2014);
deconstructs language, its meaning, and its arguments (Adorno 1973); and
interrogates the social construction of identity and being in organisations,
communities, and society (Fromm 1941).

Over time, perspectives materialised to situate identity as the primary catalyst
for viewing and thinking about other important issues of/in critical theory.
From these perspectives came feminist theory (hooks 2000), queer theory
(Butler 1990), and the evolving concept of social justice (Sen 2009), amongst
other modes of thinking. Identity-focused theories also enhanced the extent to
which critical theory—which was for the most part constructed by White,
presumably heterosexual men—has been applicable to groups that are histori-
cally marginalised and minoritised.

Critical paradigms in HRD have been greatly influenced by identity-focused
critical theories. Those who introduced critical paradigms to the field of HRD
did so primarily as a critique of ‘HRD’s dominant masculine rationality’
(Bierema 2009). Feminism was first used to critique HRD through presenta-
tions at the Adult Education Research Conference (Bierema 1998; Howell et al.
1999). Bierema critiqued HRD research using a feminist paradigm. This
paradigm described that: ‘A feminist—at the most simplistic level—is a person
who seeks economic, social and political equality between the sexes’ (Bierema
1998: 31). She described a feminist approach to research which considers
‘women’s experiences as suitable problems’ and which challenges ‘the implicit
male perspective of the dominant paradigms’ (Bierema 1998: 31).

Ciritical perspectives in HRD were developed to question the notions of
performance and profit (Elliott and Turnbull 2002). Feminism was used as a
strong foundation for critiquing research and practice in a field that was his-
torically male-dominated. Howell et al. (1999) used critical feminism, a merger
of feminist and critical theory, to critique the experience of learning at work
stating, ‘a critical feminist perspective considers issues of power...elements of
affect, social justice, marginalisation, and contextual links’ (157). As calls for
more careful attention to social justice, minority experiences, and critiques of
power emerged (Bierema and Cseh 2003), so did a defence of the status quo.
Storberg-Walker and Bierema (2008) argued that the lack of a willingness to
question the knowledge taken for granted in the field would lead to HRD’s
failure to remain relevant in a changing sociopolitical environment.
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Other modes of critical thinking in HRD emerged alongside feminism,
perhaps most notably the introduction of queer theory, which has benefitted
scholars who aim to take conversations about gender beyond the male /female
binary to include discussions of transgender people (Davis 2009), gay men
(Collins and Callahan 2012), and lesbians (Gedro 2004 ). Gedro’s (2004) article
exploring lesbians’ negotiation of heterosexism in corporate America is notably
foundational, as it is the first empirical study on LGBTQ people in the field. The
queer paradigm has been used by HRD scholars to deconstruct heteronorma-
tivity regarding curriculum (Chapman and Gedro 2009), career development
(Rocco and Gallagher 2006; Gedro 2009); leadership (Collins 2012; Gedro
2014), exclusionary politics (Collins et al. 2015), sexuality and diversity
(Kormanik 2009), experiences abroad (Gedro et al. 2013), and employee
resource groups (Githens 2009), amongst other issues. The queer paradigm
aims to ‘reflect on where an organisation stands in terms of sexual minority
issues and [provides] a framework with which to expose and challenge existing
heterosexist structures’ (Rocco et al. 2009: 9).

Byrd (2014b) described the social justice paradigm as a moral obligation,
affirming, participatory, and democratic. This perspective is opposed to
oppression in all its forms and works to expose and eliminate oppression within
organisations. Oppression occurs ‘when attitudes and actions (biases and prej-
udices) are supported through practices, policies, rules, and customs that dis-
advantage members because of their perceived marginalised status’ (281-282).
Oppression is often focused on specific identities such as being black or LGBT
allies (Brooks and Edwards 2009). Byrd (2014a) contends that intersectionality
is a critical framework useful ‘for explaining how an individual can be located
within various social constructs that can shape and define their experiences in
organisational and institutional settings’ (517).

Dirkx (1996) suggested that the social justice paradigm could be borrowed
from adult education to build workplaces where education is participatory and
democratic. Yang (2003) examined decision-making models. He found that few
studies investigated the central concepts of the political approach to
decision-making, ethics, and social justice. Instead of using the social justice
paradigm as a research lens alone, HRD scholars lament the lack of social justice
work in HRD (Bierema 2002; Fenwick 2004) or use the social justice lens in
conjunction with another paradigm (Byrd 2014a).

As a result of these early conceptions of critical paradigms in the field, HRD
rescarchers who use critical theory generally “avoid a focus on performance when
they explore issues of interest ... challenge hegemonic beliefs about what is
“real” or “natural” in organisations ... [and] engage in reflexivity to better
understand and convey the genuine foundations (epistemological, ontological,
and axiological) of their work’ (Callahan 2007: 78, original emphasis). Critical
paradigms in HRD have primarily been focused around three areas: (a) situating
critical language as useful to HRD research and practice (Trehan 2004; Valentin
2006; Armitage 2010); (b) exploring organisational issues for minorities
(Bierema 1996; Gedro 2007; Byrd 2009); and (c) redefining key terms through
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critical dialogue (O’Donnell et al. 2006; Fenwick and Bierema 2008). These
areas of critical thought in HRD have grown over the last 15 years and have
gained traction, including being the focus of chapters in the most recent
handbooks of the field of HRD (Bierema and Cseh 2014; Fenwick 2014;
Sambrook 2014).

A NEED FOR CrrTicaAl. HRD: AN EMERGING PARADIGM

Critical scholarship emerged from critiques around concepts such as ethics,
social responsibility, discourse analysis, learning, and identity construction
(Sambrook 2014). Identity construction paradigms used in HRD scholarship
include feminism, queer theory, and social justice. Critical HRD (CHRD) can
be viewed as the sum of the scholarship taking a critical stance focused on a
concept or identity. Or it can be viewed as a new paradigm in the manner of
critical management studies. Some scholars have wondered if the use of critical
paradigms in HRD, such as feminism and CHRD, constitutes an incremental or
radical change (Trehan and Rigg 2011) from traditional HRD. Does CHRD
represent the emergence of a sub-field? We argue in this chapter that CHRD is
becoming its own paradigm separate from the critical paradigms and concepts
that form its foundation. CHRD is gaining traction in the field because of
corporate deception, lack of ethical concerns, and economic downturns on a
global level (Sambrook 2014). In the field of HRD, the growth of CHRD is a
response to the lack of a general field-based concern for and curiosity about
people and workers at the margins, the position that there is one right way to
conduct research, and that research questions that do not improve performance
are not important.

CHRD was established as a distinct area of HRD scholarship in the early
2000s, when several Adult Education and HRD scholars and practitioners
began to perceive a need to move the field beyond its usual focus on perfor-
mance, increase awareness of worker’s needs, and develop an understanding of
workplace issues and power that might result in the ‘reform of both workplace
organisations and development of practices directed towards individuals and
groups’ (Fenwick 2005: 228). Seeing the need for a more critically oriented
HRD Fenwick (2004) argued that HRD’s increased awareness of social issues
and causes would create new avenues for collaboration with the field of Adult
Education and Critical Management Studies (CMS). This collaboration might
work in ‘the space within HRD’ (Fenwick 2004: 193) to challenge the
oppressive systems existing in research and practice. Criticality is contested and
pluralistic just as any other paradigm with two main tensions: the nature of
power and the connection between research and practice.

CHRD according to Fenwick (2004) is based on two principles developed
from CMS and critical pedagogy opposition to (a) ‘the subjugation of human
knowledge, skills, relationships, and education to organisational gain and goals
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that are primarily economic or instrumental’ (198) and (b) dedication to
transforming organisations to become just and equitable workplaces. From
these principles, she proposes four dimensions to use in ‘the space within HRD’
(Fenwick 2004: 193): political purpose, epistemology, inquiry, and method-
ology. The political purpose should be to reform organisations and workplaces
where the epistemology is the ‘workplace as contested terrain’ (198). The
inquiry is on issues of power and the historical development of power. The
methodology should work to expose power relations and inequities. Integration
of all four dimensions is needed to examine the main HRD roles of individual,
organisational, and career development.

Using CHRD to examine HRD creates several dilemmas (Fenwick 2005).
The first dilemma comes upon the recognition that the development of workers
is to enhance performance to increase productivity. The term development
conjures up a hierarchical arrangement between the worker and trainer and the
application of a deficit model on the worker. CHRD seeks to free workers from
being a tool used by the organisation and believes education should be par-
ticipatory. The second dilemma is that organisations call for radical change and
transformation suggesting a need for an empowered workforce. Yet, the goal is
still to build human capital and increase productivity. Those workers who might
seek to give voice to their concerns and take action are ‘quashed by punitive
management measures (Fenwick 2004: 200)’. The third dilemma is that many
critical scholars believe that liberating education practices cannot occur within
an organisation and that any attempt will be co-opted by the organisation for its
ends. CHRD must align itself with the needs of workers striving for pragmatic
change. The fourth dilemma comes when management and workers are treated
as homogenous groups, as if there are clear binaries and fixed positions in a time
when workplaces are becoming more flexible and identities are fluid (Fenwick
2005) and polyrhythmic (Sheared 1999). The fifth dilemma is that to critically
engage within an organisation a ‘practical critical agenda’ (Fenwick 2004: 201)
must be created which weakens the critical nature of the action. The sixth
dilemma is concerned with the difficulties faced every day when implementing a
critical agenda at work.

Sambrook (2014) identified the key antecedents, attributes, consequences,
and empirical referents of CHRD by performing a concept analysis. The
antecedents are composed of personal, organisational, and social factors. The
attributes of CHRD are the concepts that form the core ideas of CHRD and
without these ideas CHRD would not exist. They are: ‘accepting multiple
truths, gained through different forms of knowledge construction; recognising
power (Schied et al. 2001), politics, and emotion in HRD; questioning tradi-
tion and challenging contemporary practices; exposing assumptions, revealing
illusions, and debunking icons; and facilitating emancipation’ (Sambrook 2014:
147). The positive consequences revolve around greater equity and democracy
at work, and improvements in learning, transfer, productivity, and critical
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thinking. According to Sambrook (2014), negative consequences might include
increased powerlessness. Each positive consequence could instead generate a
negative result adding to the potential negative consequences. The empirical
referents are ‘how critical HRD is articulated and accomplished, through dia-
logue, negotiated learning, employee voice, tolerance of diversity and critique’
and stress (Sambrook 2014: 147). Bierema and Callahan (2014) move CHRD
forward using it as a point of departure to suggest an alternate framework to
HRD?’s traditional roles of individual, organisational, and career development.
The alternate framework contains the ‘categories of Relating, Learning,
Changing, and Organising as the areas of engagement in which HRD practice
occurs’ (430). In each area of engagement, practice is guided by questions:
where /context, whom/stakeholders, what/process, and how/method.
Bierema and Callahan (2014) claim CHRD rejects the technical rational work
hierarchy of management and workers, has a social conscience, values demo-
cratic principles, seeks to expand stakeholders beyond shareholders and man-
agement, and suggests that we must always reflect on who benefits from HRD
practices and programmes.

TAKING A RapIcal TurN: CriticAL RACE THEORY

Now that the importance of theory to practice, critical paradigms used in HRD,
and the emerging paradigm of CHRD have all been discussed, we take a radical
turn to discuss critical race theory. The founders of CRT acknowledged that it
stemmed from critical legal theory, a paradigm grounded in critical theory, and
at the same time was a backlash to critical legal theory (Delgado and Stefanic
2001). The backlash was a response to a lack of attention paid to the issue of
race and the liberal orientation when a radical orientation was needed. This
liberal orientation found it acceptable that change can come in increments.
CRT puts race at the front and centre of any analysis as the focal point and
purports that a radical change of institutions and societies is necessary. The
difference might be that CRT scholars do not see blackness as the only race,
embrace intersectionality, reject reductionism, and suggest that various groups
are racialised at different times, including women, and in different places to
maintain the status quo (Rocco et al. 2014). Racialisation is oppression, dis-
crimination, and marginalisation of a group in order for the dominant group to
maintain power. Racialisation might occur to White women (or to any
non-dominant group) who work in an automotive factory to keep them from
promotions and pay increases. CRT scholars use the term racialisation to mean
extreme discrimination, degradation, and stigmatisation of a group similar to
what black people have experienced. In fact, CRT challenges the reduction of a
complex identity to a single characteristic. As Byrd and Stanley (2009) point
out, it is difficult to separate the experience of being a woman and being black.
A question one might ask is: Why should we seek to honour/dishonour either
identity? And is not a person made up of many characteristics that influence her
or his experience?
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Yet, in the curriculum of HRD programmes, race and gender are barely
discussed (Alfred and Chlup 2010). For the most part, if scholars take up the
issue of race in HRD, they do so from a less critical stance, choosing to examine
an issue like careers or mentoring through the experience of black men or
women (Alfred and Chlup 2010). A less critical stance might be to examine
issues of race and gender from a social justice paradigm (Byrd 2014a, 2014D).
A social justice paradigm works within the system to change the system.
While CRT considers the approach of social justice to be slow, producing
incremental results, with ever decreasing increments as time goes by, according
to CRT, racism is pervasive and a complete overhaul of institutions, organisa-
tions, and society is needed. ‘CRT demands an approach to social change that is
fundamentally different from the status quo of liberalism...arguing that liber-
alism focuses on deliberate, incremental change...while circumstances demand
radical, systemic change’ (Bowman et al. 2009: 235). Few HRD scholars take
up the issue of pervasive racism.

Byrd (2009) uses CRT in her work to examine ‘domination, oppression,
alienation, and struggle within institutions, organisations, and social groups’
(583). She collects stories and counter stories of black female leaders in White
organisations to understand sexism and racism. Rocco and Bernier (2003) have
used the tenets of CRT as an analytical framework to examine the literature on
diversity and marginalised people in HRD. Diversity is often a code word used
to ignore differences between people of colour, gender, ethnicities, and abilities.
For example, the case of mandated continuing legal education where a diversity
or elimination of bias course is mandated. Yet, bias is so broadly defined that
attorneys can fulfil the mandate and never take a course focused on racial bias
(Bowman et al. 2009), while Scott (2007) used CRT *“for the purpose of getting
HRD more involved in developing strategies that can be used to dismantle
lingering acts of racism’ (933).

CRT is at once a more radical theory and a more inclusive one. CRT is based
on the concept of intersectionality honouring multiple characteristics which
converge to make a person. Taking the next step, racism, sexism, heterosexism,
ableism, and ageism are endemic and systemic and intertwined. Acknowledging
this convergence of identities is an important step. The ability of the legal
system and corporations to reduce a person to a single identity facilitates
oppression and aggression. For CRT scholars, personal experiences of oppres-
sion and micro- and macro-aggression are real events, not imaginary slights, and
must be told. The bottom line from the CRT paradigm is that radical change is
needed in HRD curriculum, practice, and scholarship because racism is
pervasive.

Wuay SHOoULD WE CARE?

This chapter began by raising some central questions: Why should
we/practitioners and researchers care about equity? How can practitioners
incorporate a concern for equity into corporate policies and procedures? Is



238 T.S. ROCCO ET AL.

equity not code for taking power from White/straight/able-bodied men?
Should not we teach our students about power structures alongside training
techniques? How is this useful to the field>? How can practitioners use these
theories in their practice? We can/should also think about these questions as
research questions worthy of investigation within the field of HRD. Critical
paradigms and identity theories could be used to explore traditional HRD and
workplace issues such as transfer of training, competence, engagement, and
productivity. Does a concern for equity increase transfer of training, compe-
tence, engagement, or productivity? How does identity affect workplace issues?
Research should be conducted that examines issues in terms of group identity
instead of assuming that all people are the same. Scholars might consider
developing conceptual frameworks which consist of both critical theories and
more dominant management and HRD concepts, ideas, or outcomes. For
example Shuck et al. (2016) recently utilised the concepts of power and privi-
lege to interrogate assumptions often made in relation to the job demands
resource model and employee engagement. In doing so, the authors questioned
the extent to which organisations are presently committed to examining whe-
ther employee engagement is equally accessible to all employees, and if not,
then why. Critical theory can be a useful tool for developing robust ideas, asking
new questions, and presenting alternatives for practice whether one sees her or
himself as critical.

Viewing equity from a radical perspective, we should care because the system
is flawed and a flawed system creates disparities in income, workplace partici-
pation, and denies specific workers basic human rights. Viewing equity from a
critical paradigm, we should care because improving organisational justice
should decrease stress and increase gains in employee knowledge and skills,
ultimately advancing organisational goals through the improvement of indi-
viduals® experiences. From a ‘dominant masculine rationality’ (Bierema 2009)
perspective, scholars and practitioners who might not use critical paradigms can
still appreciate the outcomes of discussions and actions informed by critical
theories when this results in performance improvement and increased engage-
ment (Shuck et al. 2016). Better equity practices can be included in policies and
procedures retroactively in organisations but may not add much value if the
institutional attitudes that lead to less inclusive initial policies and procedures are
not eradicated. While that seems like a tall order, the idea that we all have
something to gain from discussing the historical institutionality of oppression is
not such a radical idea, but rather a practical one. Getting everyone to the table
for such a discussion is a matter of the availability and dissemination of good
information. Information or organisational data viewed through varied theo-
retical lens and analysed using a variety of paradigms will help insure that the
perspective of workers from a variety of identity groups will be honoured and
respected. Respect is an important element to maintain engaged workers and
contributes to the dismantling of the ‘dominant masculine rationality” when
we /organisations bother to see the whole worker.
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Yet, the systematic disengagement of workers through dismissal of culture,
believing implicitly that some workers with certain characteristics just are not as
capable as others, creates an uncomfortable (if not hostile) work environment.
This does not mean that scholars who use critical or radical paradigms devalue
the contributions of White men or disrespect White men. White men have
become a symbol for the disparities because, as a collective, they earn more than
workers from any other group when that group is viewed as a collective and as a
group they have historically controlled access to jobs and resources. Change is
in the best interest of White men. When all workers enjoy participatory
educative practices at work, share an environment where organisational justice is
for all workers, and understand that each worker’s contribution is important to
the organisation, we all benefit. Healthy, productive organisations are good for
the economy and for society.
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Learning and Identity Development at Work

Alan Brown and Jenny Bimrose

Abstract Brown and Bimrose map changing ideas about the development of
identities at work and then outline two models of learning for supporting
identity development at work. The most recent model by Brown and Bimrose
draws attention to three representations of key factors influencing learning and
identity development at work. The first representation views learning as a
process of identity development: ‘learning as becoming’. The second way
learning and identity development can be represented is as occurring across four
domains: relational development; cognitive development; practical development
and emotional development. Learning may involve development in one or more
domains. The third way that learning and identity development at work can be
represented acknowledges that learning takes place in the context of opportu-
nity structures within which individuals operate.

INTRODUCTION: CHANGING IDEAS ABOUT THE DEVELOPMENT
OF IDENTITIES AT WORK

Identities at work are the meanings attached to an individual by the self and
others and are displayed in the attitudes, behaviours and the stories we tell
about ourselves to ourselves and others. The meanings and stories may be based
on social identities, associated with work, or personal identities, based on per-
sonal characteristics, attitudes and behaviour an individual displays or which
others attribute to him or her (Ibarra and Barbulescu 2010: 137). The focus of
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this chapter is upon learning as a driver of identity development at work and we
need to consider how identities at work develop and change over time. Our first
task, however, is to outline some key ideas about identity development,
including putting these ideas into a historical perspective.

Traditional socicties largely circumscribed social status and constrained
choices so that an individual’s place, expectations, rights and responsibilities in
relation to work were broadly known within a system that offered relative sta-
bility and security. However, the process of individuation developed within
industrial economies where occupational choice became more complex, whereby
increasingly ‘the individual was left alone; everything depended on his own
effort; not on the security of his traditional status’ (Fromm 2001,/1942: 51).
Hence development and maintenance of an occupational identity in modern
societies started to become more individual, reliant on continued success in the
labour market, and more dependent upon the recognition and affirmation of
others. Riesman (1961,/1950) believed that in modern societies, particularly in
an American context, ‘other-directed’ characters were becoming predominant
over ‘inner directed’ characters. The increasing ‘other-directedness’ of many
individuals served to highlight the need for recognition by others in identities at
work, as identities are socially constructed (Goffman 1959).

Identities at work evolve, but in ways that highlight a tension between
continuity and change. There is continuity in the sense that an individual may
have a sense of connection to an identity at work which extends beyond a
particular role and exists over time. For example, on the one hand, I may
perform a variety of different work tasks, change jobs or switch between com-
panies, yet consider myself as belonging to my original occupation (Brown
2015a). On the other hand, as occupations change so identities at work shift
too, and even within a relatively stable occupation, there can still be a clear sense
of your role adapting over time, as your occupational identity moves through
different stages of learning and development even without a formal change of
role. For example, as your skills develop from being a novice, sticking fairly
rigidly to rules and procedures, to a proficient experienced worker, with a
holistic view of what is required, to an expert, supporting the work of more
junior staff with an ‘intuitive grasp of situations based on deep, tacit under-
standing’ (Eraut 1994: 124, summarising Dreyfus and Dreyfus 1980 model of
skill acquisition).

In most circumstances, a strong attachment to work brings considerable
benefits, including a sense of career stability and having a career ‘anchor.’
Dewey (1963,/1916) had seen an occupation as giving direction to life activities
and as a concrete representation of continuity: a ‘home’ with clear psycholog-
ical, social and ideological ‘anchors.” Where the labour market is particularly
challenging, with high levels of unemployment, high levels of participation in
education and training and extended transitions into work, individuals having
completed their initial education and training, especially if it had a vocational
emphasis, may identify the desired occupation and take on aspects of their new
identity, including self-definition, although they cannot get a job in that field at
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present. Such people have an ‘occupational identity in waiting’, rather like
actors and musicians ‘resting’ between jobs while working in another field, for
example, waiting tables. Following the economic crisis of 2008, the set of
occupations for which people may be ‘in waiting’ has increased dramatically
(Brown and Bimrose 2012).

Another key aspect of the development of identities at work is that they are
discursively produced, as individuals draw on social norms and discourses in
how they present and represent themselves to others. Individual agency and
social norms, therefore, interact in a dynamic and iterative way in the discursive
production of occupational identities (Brown 1997). Indeed identity develop-
ment at work links to structural aspects of how work and occupations are
organised as choosing an occupation is itself partly a response to a societal offer.
Erikson (1968) saw identity as intrinsically psychosocial, located in the core of
the individual but also in the core of the communal culture (p. 22). Hence an
occupational or work identity can be individual but it is also embedded in
patterns of organisation within particular organisations and cultures. Identities
at work also may or may not mesh well with other aspects of identity devel-
opment related to gender, ethnicity, politics, religion or sociocultural issues.

Erikson (1968) considered that, as society became more complex, the stage
of establishing an identity would take longer to achieve. Extended transitions
for young people before meaningful occupational or work identities are estab-
lished because of unfavourable labour market conditions and structures are now
common in many countries (Roberts 1997; MacDonald et al. 2005). In addi-
tion to the occupational offers a society makes, other structural elements
impinge upon occupational identity development, in that individual choice
takes place within opportunity structures associated with particularities of time,
place, labour market and the organisation of work (Roberts 2009). Especially
when choice and development of identities at work are constrained, individuals
are encouraged to use career self-management to position themselves so as to
improve their employability (King 2004: 121).

A 10-country European study concluded that even where highly skilled
individuals were overqualified for their current jobs, their interest in learning
was often driven by the desire for personal development rather than career
progression (Brown and Bimrose 2012). Indeed, given the strong emphasis of
many respondents to learning for personal development, it may be that mes-
sages promoting learning for employability are less effective than those that
primarily stress personal development, establishing personal networks and
meeting new challenges. That is, career self-management messages could
emphasise the immediate benefits of being a learner rather than where it leads in
terms of employment, particularly if the opportunity structures available to an
individual at that time are highly constrained (Brown and Bimrose 2012).

Work identity development processes and the associated learning pathways
available and different sets of expectations about career choice and occupational
mobility are framed within clear opportunity structures, which vary within and
between sectors and countries. For example, in the information and
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communications technology sector both learning and career patterns tend to be
highly individualised in many European countries and, as informal learning plays
a key role, formal qualifications and career progression are only loosely coupled
in the development of identities at work. In engineering, on the other hand,
there is quite a strong linkage between learning, careers and identities, as formal
training has a key role for many, as there is close coupling between continuing
vocational learning, individual career development and work identities (Brown
2004). In the European health sector, the linkage between learning, careers and
identities is quite complex. In some cases making a career involves vertical
mobility, with consequent changes in occupational identity and status, whereas
in other cases individuals continue in a single specialisation, developing their
expertise, or engage in horizontal mobility, with their core occupational identity
intact. There was, however, strong continuity through highly formalised edu-
cation and training pathways, whereby individual career progression was often
linked to formal qualifications and clear learning and development pathways.
Career pathways, occupational identities and their associated learning pathways
were therefore strongly framed by organisational opportunity structures in the
health sector (Brown and Bimrose 2012). The use of the term ‘opportunity
structures’ itself neatly expresses the tension between openness and flexibility
and structured development pathways (Roberts 2009).

Identities at work have both personal and social components, and it is clear
that in the development of identities at work, a symbiotic relationship between
these two realms is productive for individual and group learning and develop-
ment. According to Warr (1987), we have developed positive identities at work
when we have achieved emotional /affective well-being; are able to deal effec-
tively with work tasks; exercise a degree of control over significant aspects of
work; our aspirations are in line with broader work goals and a desire for
improvement; and there is integrated functioning in that there is coherence
between the personal and social elements of identity. Thus the development of
identities at work goes hand in hand with the need for significant learning across
a range of domains. For example, Eraut and Hirsh (2007) report on how the
learning and confidence of newly qualified nurses depended in part on the
extent of feedback, support and trust they experienced in their wards (p. 31) and
there were huge differences in the learning climate between wards in the same
hospital, which could be attributed to their ward managers (p. 61). This
example clearly illustrates the importance of the interaction of personal and
social factors for work identity development and associated learning.

This chapter will continue by outlining how models of learning for sup-
porting identity development at work have themselves evolved. First, there is a
consideration of a dynamic model of occupational identity formation, which
focused on the processes of socialisation, interaction and learning as key com-
ponents of identity development at work. Second, these ideas were extended
with the proposition that learning at work can be effectively supported if it is
represented as a process of identity development; a process of development in
four interrelated domains; and taking place in the context of particular
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opportunity structures. Each of these three representations is examined in
greater detail. The conclusion weaves the strands together of how learning plays
a key role in identity development at work, before finally considering the
consequences of these processes for the role of individuals and groups in the
world outside work.

MODELS OF LEARNING FOR SUPPORTING IDENTITY
DEVELOPMENT AT WORK

Brown (1997) developed a dynamic model of occupational identity formation
(see Fig. 1), where the process of acquiring an occupational identity takes place
within particular communities where socialisation, interaction and learning are
key elements, with individuals taking on aspects of existing identities and roles,
while actively reshaping other aspects in a dynamic way. An individual learns
through interaction and communication with others. The process of learning at
work though does not generate a single type of interaction. Rather learning
takes place in contexts in which there may be multiple dimensions to the nature
of the interactions: there may be a host of working and other relationships that
have an influence upon the learning process.

Activities at work

Identity at work

Fig. 1 Dynamic model of occupational identity formation (Brown 1997)
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Learning is also generated through engagement with activities at work,
particularly when these are changing. Through these processes individuals’
occupational identities also start to change, partly in response to how the
individual engages in work activities and colleagues, but also in response to the
reactions of others, as when they recognise an individual’s developing expertise.
The recognition of significant others can come from colleagues in the imme-
diate work group, institutionally from a work and/or an educational institution
or from a broader (occupational) community of practice.

Individuals learn from a variety of sources and relationships. Not only are
these relationships patterned differently, according to differences between
individuals and contexts, but also the sheer variety in what, how and from
whom learning occurs is sufficient to ensure there is not a linear transmission of
learning. The formation, maintenance and change of occupational identities are
always influenced by the nature of the relationships around which they are
constructed. Over time, these interactions may lead to modifications and
reshaping of these same structures, the communities of practice and the indi-
vidual’s work identity (Brown 1997).

That model was then used to devise the survey for a 10-country study carried
out for the European Commission by Brown et al. (2010) on ‘Changing pat-
terns of working, learning and career development across Europe’ and to
underpin the research in two subsequent projects funded by the European
Centre for the Development of Vocational Training (CEDEFOP). These led to
further developments in thinking about identity development represented
below (Brown and Bimrose 2014). Learning at work can be effectively sup-
ported if it is understood that such learning can be represented as a process of
identity development; a process of development in four interrelated domains;
and taking place in the context of particular opportunity structures (see Fig. 2).

Figure 2 draws attention to three representations of key factors influencing
learning and identity development at work. The first representation views
learning as a process of identity development: ‘learning as becoming’ outlined in
the strategic career and learning biographies of individuals. Key influences in
this representation of learning include: the personal characteristics underpinning
learning and development: learning through self-understanding; and develop-
ment of personal qualities: sense of personal agency; personality; motivation
(determination); resilience; self-efficacy (self-belief; ‘efficacy belief’); commit-
ment to own learning and professional development; career orientation (career
decision-making style); and career adaptability (Brown and Bimrose 2014).

The second way learning and identity development can be represented is as
occurring across four domains: relational development; cognitive development;
practical development and emotional development. Learning may involve
development in one or more domains and development in each domain can be
achieved in a number of different ways, but development can be represented
thematically, although the extent of development under particular themes can
vary greatly between individual cases.



Strategic career
and learning
biographies; self-
understanding;
sense of personal
agency;
personality;
motivation;
resilience; self-
efficacy;
commitment to
own learning and
professional
development;

LEARNING AND IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT AT WORK

Learning as a
process of identity
development:
‘learning as
becoming’

Learning in Learning and
opportunity identity
structures within develpmnt
which individuals across four
operate domains

251

N

Relational
development:
interactions at work;
learning from others;
socialisation; identity
work.

Cognitive development:
knowledge base;
technical updating;
critical thinking.
Practical development:
on the job;challenging
work; ways of thinking
and practising; (critical)
reflection.

Emotional
development:through

career
adaptability.

engagement; self-
understanding;
understanding
perspectives of others;
reflexiveness; feelings;
mind-set.

Employment / unemployment rates; initial, higher and continuing education and training pathways;
occupational structure; skill formation regimes; occupational pathways; work organisation; affordances for
learning and interaction at work; support structures(e.g. family, personal networks, public employment
services); career guidance.

Fig. 2 Key factors influencing learning and identity development at work

A major route for relational development is learning through interactions at
work, learning with and from others (in multiple contexts) and learning as
participation in communities of practice (and communities of interest) while
working with others. Socialisation at work, peer learning and identity work all
contribute to individuals’ relational development. Many processes of relational
development occur alongside other activities but more complex relationships
requiring the use of influencing skills, engaging people for particular purposes,
supporting the learning of others and exercising supervision, management or
(team) leadership responsibilities may benefit from support through explicit
education, training or development activities.

A major work-related route for cognitive development involves learning
through mastery of an appropriate knowledge base and any subsequent tech-
nical updating. This form of development makes use of learning by acquisition
and highlights the importance of subject or disciplinary knowledge and /or craft
and technical knowledge, and it will be concerned with developing particular
cognitive abilities, such as critical thinking, evaluating and synthesising.

For practical development, the major developmental route is often learning
on the job, particularly learning through challenging work. Learning a practice
is also about relationships, identity and cognitive development but there is value
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in drawing attention to this idea, even if conceptually it is of a different order to
the other forms of development highlighted in this representation of learning as
a process of identity development. Practical development can encompass the
importance of critical inquiry, innovation, new ideas, changing ways of working
and (critical) reflection on practice. It may be facilitated by learning through
experience, project work and/or by use of particular approaches to practice,
such as planning and preparation, implementation (including problem-solving)
and evaluation. The ultimate goal may be vocational mastery, with progressive
inculcation into particular ways of thinking and practising, including acceptance
of appropriate standards, ethics and values, and the development of particular
skill sets and capabilities associated with developing expertise.

For emotional development, the major developmental route is learning
through engagement, reflexiveness that leads to greater self-understanding, and
the development of particular personal qualities. Much emotional development
may occur outside of work, but the search for meaning in work, developing
particular mindsets, and mindfulness may be components of an individual’s
emotional development. Particular avenues of development could include
understanding the perspectives of others, respect for the views of others,
empathy, anticipating the impact of your own words and actions, and a general
reflexiveness, which includes exploring feelings. Identity development at work
may also be influenced by changing ideas individuals have about their own
well-being and changing definitions of career success (Brown and Bimrose
2014).

The third way that learning and identity development at work can be rep-
resented acknowledges that learning takes place in the context of opportunity
structures within which individuals operate. These structures may also play a key
role in access to work which is rich in learning and development opportunities.
These structures include: employment/unemployment rates; employer
recruitment practices; initial vocational education and training and skill for-
mation regimes; occupational pathways; continuing vocational training; pro-
gression to and permeability with HE from vocational education and training;
affordances for learning and interaction at work; occupational structure;
opportunities for recognition of prior learning; support structures (e.g. family,
personal networks, public employment services); career guidance; support for
reflection; and extent of opportunities for learning for personal development
(Brown and Bimrose 2014).

The key to understanding learning and identity development at work is then
to switch back and forth between representations. So, for example, those
wishing to support such learning may start by helping an individual with the
process of identity development, reflecting upon their career story, developing a
sense of career direction and a commitment to their learning, professional
development and career adaptability (Savickas 2011). The next phase of support
could examine what types of learning and development were required across the
four domains in order for individuals to achieve their goals. Both these processes
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may need to be revisited in the context of particular opportunity structures
within which decisions are being made.

In practice, the support offered by those wishing to support learning and
identity development at work may start with any of the three representations.
The crucial aspect is that, wherever, the starting point, they have to engage with
processes of identity formation and development within and across the four
domains and be sensitive to the particular opportunity structures within learning
takes place. Also, there is a need to resist the temptation of offering support with
a narrow focus, where, for example, career aspirations develop which are not
grounded in any plan to make progress within the particular opportunity
structures operating in the particular time and place. Key factors relevant to
particular learning and identity development processes at work are likely to be
drawn from the different representations. Each of the three representations will
now be examined in greater detail.

FIRST REPRESENTATION OF IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT AT WORK:
‘LEARNING AS BECOMING’

Learning is at the heart of identity development at work, with ‘learning as
becoming’ (Wenger 1998) driving the process. A set of personal characteristics
fundamental to personal identity can underpin all aspects of learning and
development. A major route for identity development is learning through
self-understanding (Biesta and Tedder 2007: 144, call this ‘learning about one’s
life and learning from life’) and the development of personal qualities, which
facilitate the processes of occupational identity development and, in some cases,
organisational attachment. These personal qualities include a sense of personal
agency, which can include learning to change and learning to be more agentic
(Billett 2007), can act as a powerful driver of work-related identity develop-
ment. For example, changes of employer, work role and occupation can throw
up many challenges but a sense that you will be able to change in ways
appropriate to the desired identity can itself facilitate the identity development
process (Brown 2015b). The particular sense of personal agency exercised here
can be underpinned by more general beliefs, such as self-efficacy and self-belief,
with Bandura (2001) emphasising the value of ‘efficacy belief’, where an indi-
vidual feels he or she can exercise a degree of control over their activities and
environment.

Personality too plays a fundamental role in identity development. Personality
traits such as openness to experience (how curious or cautious an individual
typically is) and conscientiousness (how well-organised or easy-going an indi-
vidual typically is) are likely to inform at some level how people approach their
work, learn for their work and their willingness to change career direction
(Furnham 2008). Other traits such as extraversion, agreeableness and neu-
roticism could also be included, but their very generality means they are not
very powerful on their own in explaining actual behaviour as are lower level
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traits, such as anxiety, assertiveness, compliance and deliberation. This paradox
then poses a challenge in how to support learning and identity development at
work. On the one hand, the value of learning for self-understanding means that
people could benefit from understanding more about their personality type,
particularly if it is used as a starting point for an individual in seeing how certain
underdeveloped aspects of one’s personality could be strengthened. On the
other hand, having someone tell you that you need to change aspects of your
personality can be toxic: a major identity threat in itself because it is very hard to
do. Personality influences how work-related learning and identity development
play out, but how this insight can be used to support the learning needs to be
handled sensitively.

Motivation is another factor, which plays a key role in work-related learning
and identity development (Creed et al. 2009; CEDEFOP 2014). Resilience was
readily identifiable in the careers of many adults who had demonstrated career
adaptability in successfully negotiating major changes in career direction
(Brown 2015a, b). The importance of the development of resilience is already
acknowledged in European policy, but the key is how to develop practical
measures which will help workers overcome setbacks, engage in continuous
learning and, if necessary, adopt new identities, which in some cases could
almost amount to individual reinvention (Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development 2004; Council of the European Union 2008;
Field 2010). Support for the development of certain coping strategies, including
emotional capacities, to overcome structural and/or dispositional barriers
(Bimrose et al. 2008) could be important in this respect.

Learning as an integral part of the process of identity development at work is
also clear in those individuals who have a very strong commitment to their own
learning and professional development. These individuals show that people do
not have fixed identities; rather identities are always in the process of ‘becom-
ing.” Career adaptability can be a powerful way to represent learning processes
which underpin changes in occupational identity development: learning to take
on different roles across a developing career. Career adaptability relates to the
variable capacity of individuals in their ‘readiness and resources for coping with
current and anticipated tasks, transitions, traumas in their occupational roles’
(Savickas 2008: 4-5). Again, as with developing resilience, the key challenge is
how best to support individuals to invest time and effort in honing their
adaptability skills. From earlier work on how career adaptability develops, how it
is mediated and how it can be fostered across the life course (Bimrose et al.
2011; Brown et al. 2012), four key dimensions emerged relating to the role of
learning in developing career adaptability:

e learning through challenging work (including mastering the practical,
cognitive and communicative demands linked with particular work roles
and work processes);

e updating a substantive knowledge base (or mastering a new additional
substantive knowledge base);
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e learning through (and beyond) interactions at work; and
e being self-directed and self-reflexive.

SECOND REPRESENTATION OF IDENTITY DEVELOPMENT
AT WORK: LEARNING CAN BE REPRESENTED AS OCCURRING
Across Four DoMAINS

The key processes to support learning as a process of identity development at
work can be represented as occurring across four domains in the form of:
relational development; cognitive development; practical development and
emotional development. Learning may involve development in more than one
domain but can be represented thematically within each domain in order to give
a sense of where individuals might seek to improve their skills, knowledge,
behaviour and understanding. In order to exemplify these processes, individual
cases are outlined. These cases have been drawn from two major European
studies of the strategic career and learning biographies of workers. The first
focused on the skill development of workers working mainly in jobs requiring
high-level skills in ten countries (Brown et al. 2010; Brown and Bimrose 2012),
while the second examined the development pathways of workers working
mainly in jobs requiring intermediate-level skills in seven countries (CEDEFOP
2014).

Relational Development

In studies of European workers with intermediate- or high-level skills
acknowledged that their skills in how well they are related to others had been
enhanced through interactions at work, including participation in particular
communities associated with work (Brown and Bimrose 2012; CEDEFOP
2014). Thus interviewees may have learned particular ways of thinking and
practising linked to their occupational roles (chefs, engineers, nurses, etc.) but
they all stressed how they learned with and from others in their communities, as
well as learning from and how to work with colleagues, clients and/or cus-
tomers in multiple and increasingly complex contexts. Much of this learning
comes from socialisation, peer learning, participation in communities of practice
and different forms of identity work. Occupational socialisation processes relate
to work processes, but also to pedagogical practices in more formal learning
contexts. Thus, for example, for someone learning to practise an occupation,
where, how and what it is deemed appropriate to learn varied enormously
depending on whether the process was individualised, comprising essentially
learning on-the-job, as with some of the Italian interviewees or else part of the
formalised dual system of apprenticeship in Germany (CEDEFOP 2014).
Learning to become a member of a community of practice is not just a
passive process, as individuals may also contribute to changing both the practice
and the community (Brown 1997; Wenger 1998). Working well with others
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may extend beyond collaboration and collegiality to include supporting others
in their work (by sharing your own talent) and creating space for the achieve-
ment of others. These attributes were in evidence with some interviewees from
the CEDEFOP (2014) study, such as with Lucia, an Italian fashion designer,
who was very generous in sharing her talents, whereas others were more cau-
tious and aware of the need to further their own career in competition with
others and that organisations contain a political dimension. For example, Henri
was firmly focused on achieving his goal of promotion within a hierarchical
organisation, whereas Masuccio with his experience in an Italian Human
Resources department was first promoted and then resigned after finding his
work was a non-job in what turned out to be a process of representing the
ITtalian company as forward-looking while in practice there was a retrenchment
of power into the hands of the controlling family (CEDEFOP 2014).

In the aforementioned studies (Brown and Bimrose 2012; CEDEFOP
2014), there were also examples of people receiving continuing professional
development which explicitly addressed issues associated with working with
others (colleagues, clients, patients, etc.), influencing skills, supervision, man-
agement, or (team) leadership. Interestingly, one way in which interviewees
sometimes learned more about themselves and how to work more effectively
was when they were involved in supporting the learning of others, whether in a
formal coaching relationship or more informally because they had a natural
facility in helping others: for example, Mette was made a supervisor in her
Danish company precisely because she was naturally supporting her colleagues
in her previous non-supervisory role (CEDEFOP 2014).

Cognitive Development

For many employees in Europe their major developmental route concerning
aspects of their cognitive development related to their vocation concerned
learning through mastery of an appro