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Abstract
In the 1970s, a radical adult education movement in Latin America, operating outside
the state and engaging in what it called ‘popular education’, sparked world-wide
interest in its educational theory and practice. More recently, with a change in state
formations in Latin America, the movement has reconsidered its potential relationship
with the state. Though Europe has its own history of popular education, some have
argued that advanced economies and welfare states co-opted any strong independent
educational movement: today popular education is more likely to take place ‘within and
against’ the state, rather than outside it. Based on literature review, personal interviews
and site visits, this article (a) discusses what is understood by popular education (b)
outlines the development of popular education in Latin America, examining its
relationship with different types of state (c) considers differences between Latin
America and Europe and what, if anything, popular educators in the two regions might
learn from each other.
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In the 1970s, the emergence of a radical adult education movement in Latin America,
operating outside the state and engaging in what it called ‘popular education’, sparked
world-wide interest among educators working for social change. Consequently, the term
‘popular education’ became adopted, resurrected or increasingly used throughout the
globe (Arnold & Burke, 1983; Crowther, Martin & Shaw, 1999; Hunter, 2010). In
recent decades, however, changing patterns in state formations in Latin America,
particularly from dictatorship to ‘democracy’, have led to debates about whether or not
popular education should continue to remain apart from or should now engage with the
state (Gadotti & Torres, 1992; Brandão, 2002; de Souza, 2004; Quintana, 2006/2008).
Similar issues have been discussed in Europe, though less urgently and against a
ISSN 2000-7426
© 2013 The author
DOI 10.3384/rela.2000-7426.rela0085
www.rela.ep.liu.se

[82]

Liam Kane

GLIIHUHQW VRFLDO DQG SROLWLFDO EDFNJURXQG -DFNVRQ  $OOPDQ  &URZWKHU
*DOORZD\ 0DUWLQ 
,Q WU\LQJ WR DGDSW DVSHFWV RI /DWLQ $PHULFDQ SRSXODU HGXFDWLRQ WR (XURSH ZKHUH
µHGXFDWLRQ¶ DQG µVWDWH HGXFDWLRQ¶ DUH DOPRVW V\QRQ\PRXV LW LV KHOSIXO WR XQGHUVWDQG
KRZ WKH LQGHSHQGHQW SRSXODU HGXFDWLRQ PRYHPHQW KDV IDUHG ZLWKLQ GLIIHUHQW VWDWH
IRUPDWLRQVLQ /DWLQ$PHULFD&RQYHUVHO\DV /DWLQ$PHULFDQVVHHNWRHQJDJHZLWKWKH
VWDWHWKH\PD\KDYHOHVVRQVWROHDUQIURPSRSXODUHGXFDWLRQLQ(XURSH7KLVDUWLFOHILUVW
GLVFXVVHV ZKDW LV XQGHUVWRRG E\ SRSXODU HGXFDWLRQ LQFOXGLQJ KRZ LWV WKHRU\ DQG
SUDFWLFH LV DIIHFWHG E\ GLIIHUHQW LGHRORJLFDO RXWORRNV ,W WKHQ D  RXWOLQHV WKH
GHYHORSPHQW RI SRSXODU HGXFDWLRQ LQ /DWLQ $PHULFD H[DPLQLQJ LWV UHODWLRQVKLS ZLWK
GLIIHUHQWW\SHVRIVWDWH E FRQVLGHUVGLIIHUHQFHVEHWZHHQ/DWLQ$PHULFDDQG(XURSHDQG
ZKDWLIDQ\WKLQJSRSXODUHGXFDWRUVLQWKHWZRUHJLRQVPLJKWOHDUQIURPHDFKRWKHU

Understanding popular education
education
*OREDOO\WKHPHDQLQJRIµSRSXODUHGXFDWLRQ¶KDVYDULHGDFFRUGLQJWRZKHUHZKHQDQG
E\ ZKRP LW KDV EHHQ FLWHG %UDVWHU   DQG 7LDQD )HUUHU   DQDO\VH WKH WHUP
KLVWRULFDOO\ 6WHHOH   FKDUWV D YDULHW\ RI LQWHUSUHWDWLRQV DQG SUDFWLFHV LQ (XURSH
IURP WKH PLGGOH DJHV RQZDUGV WKH 3RSXODU (GXFDWLRQ 1HZV   SURYLGHV OLQNV WR
FRQWHPSRUDU\LQLWLDWLYHV,QWKHVDQGVKDYLQJEHHQLQVSLUHGE\WKHLGHDVRI
WKH%UD]LOLDQHGXFDWLRQLVW3DXOR)UHLUH  ZKHQ/DWLQ$PHULFDQVPDGH
LPDJLQDWLYH GHYHORSPHQWV LQ WKHRU\ DQG SUDFWLFH .DQH  &DUULOOR   WKH\
VWURQJO\ LQIOXHQFHG JOREDO DSSURDFKHV WR SRSXODU HGXFDWLRQ DOEHLW LQ VRPH FRQWH[WV
WHUPVOLNHµUDGLFDOHGXFDWLRQ¶RUµHGXFDWLRQIRUWUDQVIRUPDWLRQ¶UHWDLQHGPRUHFXUUHQF\
,Q 6SDQLVK DQG 3RUWXJXHVH WKH OLQJXD IUDQFDV RI /DWLQ $PHULFD WKH DGMHFWLYH
µSRSXODU¶VXJJHVWVEHORQJLQJWRµWKHSHRSOH¶WKHPDMRULW\RIDQDWLRQ¶VFLWL]HQVZKRLQ
/DWLQ$PHULFDDUHQRUPDOO\SRRU,WFDUULHVFRQQRWDWLRQVRIVRFLDOFODVVDQGFRXOGRIWHQ
EH WUDQVODWHG LQWR (QJOLVK VLPSO\ DV µSRRU¶ RU µZRUNLQJ FODVV¶ µ(GXFDFLyQ SRSXODU¶
6SDQLVK  RU µHGXFDomR SRSXODU¶ 3RUWXJXHVH  WKHQ FRPPXQLFDWHV WKH LGHD RI DQ
HGXFDWLRQ RI DQG IRU µWKH SHRSOH¶ UDWKHU WKDQ WKH HOLWH 0RUH UHFHQWO\ DV SHRSOH
RUJDQLVHG DURXQG LVVXHV OLNH JHQGHU KXPDQ ULJKWV DQG LQWHUFXOWXUDOLVP µSRSXODU¶
VWUHWFKHGWRLQFOXGHWKHVHLQLWLDWLYHVWRRVLQFHWKHPDVVRISHRSOHLQYROYHGFRPHIURP
ORZHUHFRQRPLFVHFWRUVDQ\ZD\KRZHYHUFODVVEDVHGQXDQFHVJHQHUDOO\VWLOODSSO\
,Q /DWLQ$PHULFDSRSXODUHGXFDWLRQLVFRQFHSWXDOLVHGDVERWKDVRFLDOPRYHPHQW
RIHGXFDWRUVDQGDQHGXFDWLRQDOSKLORVRSK\FXPSUDFWLFH
«RQ WKH RQH KDQG LW LV D EURDG DQG RSHQ PRYHPHQW ZLWK D GHJUHH RI DUWLFXODWLRQ DQG
RUJDQLVDWLRQ VXFK DV &($$/ >WKH /DWLQ $PHULFDQ &RXQFLO IRU $GXOW (GXFDWLRQ@ DQG
RWKHUUHJLRQDOQHWZRUNV ZKLOHRQWKHRWKHULWLVDSDUWLFXODUEUDQGRIFULWLFDOWKLQNLQJ
=DUFRS 

,Q DQG RXWVLGH /DWLQ $PHULFD PRVW GHILQLWLRQV RI SRSXODU HGXFDWLRQ QRZ VKDUH D
QXPEHU RI FKDUDFWHULVWLFV .DQH LQ SUHVV >$@  ZKLFK VXPPDULVHG EULHIO\ DUH WKDW LQ
SRSXODUHGXFDWLRQ

• $OO HGXFDWLRQ LV FRQVLGHUHG SROLWLFDO LQ WKDW LI LW IDLOV WR FKDOOHQJH VRFLDO LQMXVWLFH
DQGLQHTXDOLW\E\GHIDXOWLWSURPRWHVLW
• 7KHUH DUH GLIIHUHQW W\SHV RI NQRZOHGJH HQJHQGHUHG E\ GLIIHUHQW VRFLDO
FLUFXPVWDQFHVDQGHGXFDWLRQVKRXOGFRQVLVWRIµGLDORJXH¶EHWZHHQWKHP
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• (GXFDWLRQ VKRXOG HQFRXUDJH SHRSOH WR EH DXWKHQWLF µVXEMHFWV¶ RI FKDQJH WR WKLQN
FULWLFDOO\DQGDFWIRUWKHPVHOYHVQRWIROORZOHDGHUV
• ([FLWLQJ PHWKRGRORJLHV KDYH EHHQ GHYHORSHG WR SXW WKHVH SULQFLSOHV LQWR SUDFWLFH
$UQROG  %XUNH  %XVWLOORV  9DUJDV   +RZHYHU ZKLOH )UHLUH
 FULWLFLVHGWKHµEDQNLQJ¶ µNQRZOHGJHWUDQVIHU¶ DSSURDFKWRHGXFDWLRQ
DVHOLWLVWDQGGHKXPDQLVLQJWKHDOWHUQDWLYHLVQRWVLPSO\DIRUPXODLFDSSOLFDWLRQRI
OHDUQHUFHQWUHGPHWKRGVWKHVHWRRFDQKDYHUHDFWLRQDU\SXUSRVHV
• 7KH FRQFHUQ LV WR KHOS JURXSV RU PRYHPHQWV FROOHFWLYHO\ WDNH DFWLRQ WR WU\ DQG
EULQJDERXWVRFLDOFKDQJH
• µ3RSXODUHGXFDWLRQ¶UHIHUVWRDJHQHULFSUDFWLFHFRYHULQJDYDULHW\RIVRFLDODFWRUV±
IURPSHDVDQWVWRIDFWRU\ZRUNHUVZRPHQWR,QGLJHQRXVSHRSOH¶VJURXSVDQGVRRQ
±DQGDYDULHW\RIWRSLFVZKLFKHYHUJHQHUDWHLQWHUHVWLQEULQJLQJDERXWFKDQJH

+DYLQJ VDLG WKDW FRQWHPSRUDU\ GHILQLWLRQV RI SRSXODU HGXFDWLRQ FRQWLQXH WR YDU\ DQG
QRQH LV GHILQLWLYH RU DEVROXWH 'LIIHUHQFHV DUH RIWHQ VXEWOH VLPSO\ HPSKDVLVLQJ VRPH
FKDUDFWHULVWLFVRYHURWKHUVDQGRFFDVLRQDOO\VHULRXVRIWHQUHIOHFWLQJDWWHPSWVWRFRRSW
SRSXODUHGXFDWLRQIRUFRQVHUYDWLYHHQGV &DUU*LEVRQ 


Ideological variation in popular education
'HVSLWH D VL]HDEOH OLWHUDWXUH RQ LWV GHILQLWLRQV WKHQ DQG FRPPRQ JURXQG RYHU NH\
SULQFLSOHV $UQROG  %XUNH  0DUWLQ  .DQH  1~xH] 
6FKXJXUHQVN\   LQ ERWK /DWLQ $PHULFD DQG (XURSH WKHUH VWLOO UHPDLQV YDULHW\ LQ
KRZ SRSXODU HGXFDWLRQ LV XQGHUVWRRG FRQFHSWXDOO\ DQG KRZ LW LV SXW LQWR SUDFWLFH
5HYLHZLQJRQH(XURSHDQHYHQWYRQ.RW]HDQG&RRSHU  ZHUHVXUSULVHGWKDW
WKH H[SOLFLWO\ SROLWLFDO DQG VRFLDO SXUSRVH ZKLFK IUDPHG WKH FRQIHUHQFH SURSRVDO DQG
ZKLFK ZDV UHVWDWHG XQDPELJXRXVO\ LQ WKH RSHQLQJ VHVVLRQ VHHPHG WR EH LQWHUSUHWHG LQ
VXFK GLIIHUHQW ZD\V :H ZHUH XQVHWWOHG E\ WKH ZLGH UDQJH RI FRQFHSWXDOLVDWLRQV RI
SRSXODUHGXFDWLRQWKDWHPHUJHGLQVRPHRIWKHSUHVHQWDWLRQVDQGSDSHUV SS 

$WKHDUWWKHLVVXHVHHPVOHVVUHODWHGWRHGXFDWLRQDQGPRUHWRGRZLWKJHQHUDOSROLWLFDO
RU LGHRORJLFDO RXWORRN 7KRXJK D IXQGDPHQWDO WHQHW RI SRSXODU HGXFDWLRQ LV WKDW LW
FDQQRW EH SROLWLFDOO\ QHXWUDO WKDW LW VLGHV ZLWK WKH µRSSUHVVHG¶ DQG SURPRWHV FULWLFDO
WKLQNLQJ DQG µFRQVFLHQWLVDWLRQ¶ LQ SUDFWLFH WKLV LV XQGHUVWRRG LQ GLIIHUHQW ZD\V 7KH
SUHGRPLQDQWLGHRORJLFDOOHQVWKURXJKZKLFKSRSXODUHGXFDWRUVYLHZWKHZRUOGPD\EH
0DU[LVW VRFLDO GHPRFUDW QDWLRQDOLVW IHPLQLVW UHOLJLRXV HQYLURQPHQWDOLVW DQG VR RQ
ZLWK PDQ\ FRPELQDWLRQV DQG YDULDWLRQV LQEHWZHHQ .DQH   DQDO\VHV LGHRORJLFDO
GLIIHUHQFHV DPRQJ SRSXODU HGXFDWRUV LQ /DWLQ $PHULFD DQG 6FDQGUHWW   DQG
1LFKRODV  DGGUHVVVLPLODULVVXHVLQ6FRWODQG
:KLOH QR H[SUHVVLRQ RI SRSXODU HGXFDWLRQ VKRXOG WU\ WR LPSRVH DQ LGHRORJ\ RQ
OHDUQHUV HYHQ LI SRSXODU HGXFDWRUV DUH H[HPSODU\ SUDFWLWLRQHUV DJDLQVW µEDQNLQJ
HGXFDWLRQ¶ DQG FRPSHWHQW LQ WKH XVH RI HGXFDWLRQDO PHWKRGRORJLHV WKHLU LGHRORJLFDO
RULHQWDWLRQDUJXDEO\DIIHFWVWKHLUSUDFWLFHLQWKUHHDUHDV
)LUVWZKLOHSRSXODUHGXFDWRUVSUREOHPDWLVHLVVXHVUDWKHUWKDQSURYLGHDQVZHUVWKH
SUREOHPVWKH\VHHDQGTXHVWLRQVWKH\DVNLQHYLWDEO\VSULQJIURPWKHLUSDUWLFXODUYLHZRI
WKH ZRUOG :KLOH WKH TXHVWLRQV DQG SUREOHPV WR EH DGGUHVVHG ZLOO QRW GLFWDWH ZKDW
SHRSOHVKRXOGWKLQNWKH\GLUHFWZKDWSHRSOHZLOOEHWKLQNLQJDERXW7KH0DVWHUVFRXUVH
,WHDFKRQSRSXODUHGXFDWLRQUHYROYHVDURXQGTXHVWLRQV,WKLQNDUHLPSRUWDQWWRDGGUHVV
D GLIIHUHQW HGXFDWRU ZRXOG SUREDEO\ DVN GLIIHUHQW TXHVWLRQV OHDGLQJ WR GLIIHUHQW
GLVFXVVLRQV
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Second, popular education is based on a dialogue of knowledges ('diálogo de
saberes: Ghiso, 1993) to which educators do and should contribute their own ideas.
How this affects the educational experience of learners depends on many factors – how
it resonates with their experience, the regard they have for the educator – but their
ideological outlook inevitably enters the educational blender.
Finally, popular educators regularly engage in ‘conjunctural analysis’, reading
society to consider how, where and when they might maximise their contribution to
change. Clearly influenced by their (or collectively, their movement or organisation’s)
ideological outlook, this analysis affects how the educators operate, including their
perceived relationship with the state. Social democratic educators, for example, are
likely to see fewer problems working with the state than their Marxist counterparts.
In discussing the relationship between popular education and the state, then, it is
important to recognise that while in theory the principles of popular education should be
universal, in practice, due to a range of ideological perspectives, there is no single,
homogenous popular education movement, in Latin America or anywhere else, and this
ideological variation may influence the manner in which popular educators and social
movements engage with the state.
Popular education in Latin American s tates:
tates : from
f rom dictatorship to r evolution
Before examining its interaction with different types of state, it is helpful to have an
overview of how the popular education movement has developed in Latin America.

Overview of the popular education movement

Though its roots have been traced back to Europe and the French revolution (Puiggrós,
1994; Soethe, 1994), to early 20th century working class movements (Jara, 1994) and to
the Pervian thinker-activist José Mariátegui (Núñez, 1992), I would argue that the
contemporary popular education movement in Latin America has had five broad periods
of development. They offer a starting point for understanding the movement today,
albeit the divisions between them are blurred and contestable.
Period 1 covers the late 1950s and 1960s, when Freire and others were developing
new educational ideas in Brazil and the term ‘popular education’ started to be used.
Period 2, the ‘boom’ period, covers the 1970s to mid 1980s when, against a backdrop of
growing authoritarianism and economic hardship, social movements flourished and
attempted to bring about change through extra parliamentary activities. The movements
took the new ideas on education and radicalised them further and when popular
education centres and networks began to appear, a new social movement in its own right
emerged. Marxism was particularly influential during this period (Gutiérrez & Castillo,
1994; Núñez, 1992). Period 3 covers the mid 1980s to late 1990s, which saw a crisis in
popular education parallel to the general ‘crisis of paradigms’ prevalent at the time
(Carrillo, 2010, p. 20) since, with the fall of the Berlin wall in 1989 and the defeat of the
Sandinista revolution in 1990, many concluded that the dream of large-scale social
change was over (Castañeda, 1994). From the late 1990s to early 2000s, Period 4 saw a
settling-down of the various debates and the emergence of a wider range of activities
under the banner of popular education, some more overtly radical than others and now
with varying degrees of engagement with the state (the Latin American Council for
Adult Education [CEAAL], 2004).
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Finally, in Period 5, from the mid 2000s onwards, with the so-called ‘turn to the
left’ (Uggla, 2008, p. 9) in Latin American politics, particularly in Venezuela and
Bolivia, accompanied by the rhetoric, if not the delivery, of increasing participatory
democracy from below, state-led structural change is on the agenda again and popular
education has responded accordingly (Kane, in press [A]). But social movements
continue to be important in popular education and some, such as the Landless rural
Workers movement in Brazil or the Zapatistas in Mexico, consciously developed into
full-blown learning organisations. The degree of articulation between social movements
and the state also varies (Zibechi, 2008), some arguing that the ‘dance’ between social
movements and the state currently determines the kind of social change taking place in
Latin America (Dangl, 2010).
The way in which the popular education movement should relate to the state, then,
has been a constant theme for discussion and, occasionally, fierce debate. The next
section examines how popular education – both in terms of a set of principles and a
social movement – has interacted with different state formations in Latin America.

Dictatorship

Historically, politically, geographically and culturally there are enormous variations
between and within countries in Latin America. Archer and Costello (1990) analyse
twelve popular education projects in different settings, from Pinochet’s dictatorship in
Chile, to refugee camps in Honduras, social democracy in Ecuador and revolution in
Nicaragua. At one extreme, clandestinely, in communal laundries, women in Chile
imaginatively used soap opera as a ‘generative theme’ to raise awareness. In the wake
of the Duvalier dictatorship in Haiti, I witnessed how popular educators promoted
action-orientated discussions leading to great improvements in the quality of their lives
(Kane, 2001). Examples like these are inspiring and show that popular education can
take place in the worst of circumstances. However, it is undeniably difficult to engage in
popular education in a dictatorship and the consequences, if things go wrong, are
potentially catastrophic. As Chomsky (2009) observes, ‘there is a tendency to
underestimate the efficacy of violence. Quite often it succeeds’ (“The long view”, para.
10).

¡Viva La Revolucion!

At the other extreme there are ‘revolutionary’ states where, in theory, some aims are
similar to those of popular education and there should be harmony between the two. But
it is not straightforward. Cuba is the best-known revolutionary state, still surviving
decades of US attempts to engineer its demise (Rumbaut & Rumbaut, 2009). Its
achievements in literacy rates, higher education, life expectancy and attainment of
Millennium Development Goals equal or surpass those of much richer countries (United
Nations Development Programme [UNDP], 2007; Glennie, 2011) and as in Europe,
‘education’ tends to mean ‘state education’. As for popular education, in the 1970s and
1980s Cuba stood outside the Latin American movement, its approach to education
characteristically top-down as opposed to bottom-up, left-wing ‘banking education’
rather than a ‘dialogue of knowledges’. The situation changed from the late 1990s
onwards, CEAAL (the Latin American regional network of popular educators) now has
a growing number of Cuban NGO affiliates (CEAAL, 2012) and state educators also
participate in Latin American popular education events. During the ‘crisis of paradigms’
in Latin America, some saw the new injection of Cuban radicalism as a refreshingly
positive development (Ponce, 1999). In many respects, however, Cuba remains an
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authoritarian state and popular education does not sit easily within an educational
culture often seeking to promote governmental policy, however egalitarian and
enlightened, rather than independent autonomous movements. At a popular education
event I attended in Brazil, when a Cuban state educator was asked to evidence a
particular claim about Cuba, her proof was that ‘Fidel said so’; opening the 2003 World
Education Forum in Porto Alegre – a spin-off from the World Social Forum – an
eloquent 11-year-old Cuban girl delivered a passionate, detailed Marxist analysis of
global capitalism to some 80,000 participants. I felt uncomfortable at what must have
been the outcome of ‘banking education’ allied to dramatic performance. In defence of
Cuban education, it has many achievements and its promotion of the revolution is
arguably an inevitable response to powerful attack from outside. However, while
popular education has made inroads into Cuba, tensions between mainstream and
popular educational still exist and are addressed and resolved differently in different
micro contexts.
The Nicaraguan revolution, from the military victory of the Sandinista’s in 1979 till
their electoral defeat in 1990, is a different case. Here was an experimental laboratory in
which the principles of popular education were explicitly supported by the government:
to create a new nation we have to begin with an education that liberates people… Only in
that process can people fulfil their human destiny as makers of history and commit
themselves to transforming that reality. (Fernando Cardenal, minister in charge of the
literacy crusade, as cited in Miller, 1985, p. 113)

The revolutionary period was initiated with a popular education literacy ‘crusade’. Over
40,000 urban students spread throughout the country to engage in a ‘dialogue of
knowledges’ in which they taught literacy skills to campesinos and learned about their
country’s social reality. For one literacy worker:
the Crusade was the best school, the best workshop, the best study circle we ever had.
Instead of being told about how the campesinos had to live, we went to see it and
experience it for ourselves. (Oscar, brigadista: Instituto Nicarguense de Investigacion y
Educacion Popular [INIEP], 1995, p. 114)

After talking of the initial difficulties another said ‘eventually it began to work. My
students learned to write the word machete and I learned how to use one’ (Rodriguez,
brigadista: Archer & Costello, 1990, p. 31).
It is difficult to gauge the impact of popular education at macro level with so many
variables involved. Despite governmental support, there were many obstacles to
promoting popular education, particularly the war waged from Honduras by the USfunded ‘contra’ revolutionary army, specifically targeting health workers and educators:
for the US, independent development in Nicaragua was seen as the threat of a good
example (Melrose, 1985). There was also internal opposition to the Revolution, resource
difficulties, a shortage of trained popular educators, poor infrastructure and the
shortcomings of the government itself (Arnove, 1994): for the Sandinistas there existed
tension between promoting authentic popular education from below and trying to
persuade people to support Sandinismo, from above.
While Nicaragua indicates the limits facing popular education, it also showed that
much can be achieved in a revolutionary context, despite the difficulties (Carnoy &
Torres, 1990). Barndt (1991) discusses a range of successes and Arnove argued that as a
result of popular education ‘tens of thousands of previously illiterate and poorly-skilled
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individuals are now playing important roles at all levels of the society, from co-op to
national legislative bodies’ (1986, p. 68).
Arguably, the greatest legacy of popular education was its contribution to a culture
of participation which lasted long after the Sandinistas lost power. In fact, many
understood the Sandinista electoral defeat not as the death of a revolution but the
considered choice of a politically aware populace who saw this as the only way to stop
the war, as well as to register dissatisfaction with aspects of Sandinista government
(Harris, 1992; Gonzalez, 1990). Ironically, freed from the need to defend the
Sandinistas, many grassroots organisations - the women’s movement in particular –
became more protagonistic than before (Montenegro, 1997; Stahler-Sholk, 1999).
Most recently, Venezuela’s ‘Bolivarian revolution’ is championed by an elected
government; it is not the outcome of a civil war in which a ruling oligarchy was
deposed, though the internal opposition, supported by the United States (Golinger,
2010), is also powerful. But there has been little dispossession of property,
entrepreneurs are welcomed into the governing socialist party, private media still
dominate communications and revolutionary posters stand side-by-side with adverts for
major multinationals. Rather than a head-on assault on the interests of the ruling class,
then, some describe this revolutionary strategy as an attempt to create a ‘parallel’
society from below, in which old dominant interests will eventually wither away (VeraZavala, 2005).
More than any other government in Latin America, this one talks the language of
participatory democracy, with ‘popular power’ considered a ‘motor’ of the revolution
(Wilpert, 2007), enshrined at the highest level in Ministries of Popular Power. Some
debate whether this is a genuine commitment to people power or simply a way for
president Chávez to strengthen his position, enlisting grassroots support to subdue the
opposition, in the Latin American tradition of ‘populist’ leadership (Denis, 2003;
Gonzalez, 2004; Petras, 2004; Gindin, 2004), but it does create a climate in which
popular education has an opportunity to flourish, outside and inside the state. Visiting
Venezuela in December 2008, I saw an independent popular education movement
engage constructively with the state-owned Simón Rodríguez Experimental University
to organise degree-level education in popular education (Kane, 2010).
Aside from declared efforts to promote popular education through initiatives like
Communal Councils (Bowman & Stone, 2006), the Venezuelan government also hopes
that formal, state-run education will enhance the Bolivarian revolution. With the new
constitution guaranteeing universal rights to higher education, in 2002 the government
set up the Bolivarian University of Venezuela to address the increasing demand for
places (Podur, 2004). But it was considered part of the revolutionary project, with an
explicit remit to make higher education work for everyone:
Traditional universities produce depoliticised professionals who see themselves as using
technical skills but do not have any sense of social responsibility. We want to contribute
to the reconstruction of our society. We want to create professionals with a sense of
public service. (Castellano, as cited in Podur, 2004)

The entrance mural says ‘Welcome to the Bolivarian University of Venezuela: 5 years
of emancipatory education’ and official political events are advertised throughout the
campus. Most staff members have a picture of Che Guevara in their office, usually one
of Chávez too. The University published Theories in Latin American Emancipatory
Pedagogy: for a Popular and Socialist University of the Venezuelan Revolution
(Damiani & Bolívar, 2007), an impressive collection of original writings in radical
education from Latin America and beyond. In line with popular education thinking,
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curriculums are designed to relate practice to theory, most teaching revolving around
community-based projects and forms of participatory-action research (Comisión
Nacional del PNFE, 2006).
But the difficulties in promoting popular education within Venezuela are similar to
those of the Nicaraguan revolution. First, it is not easy to operationalise a popular
education programme targeted at millions of people: enough supportive, experienced
and competent popular educators, specialising in all curricular areas, do not appear
overnight. Some university lecturers are esteemed academics but ambivalent about the
social purpose underlying the revolution; others are enthusiastic but with fewer
traditional academic credentials, like publications; others are both enthusiastic and
esteemed academically but remain wedded to a traditional rather than a popular
education pedagogical approach.
Second, for the revolutionary government there exists the same tension as in
Nicaragua between promoting development from below and trying to win support from
above. In the Bolivarian university, with the physical space communicating
unquestioning support for Chávez, at a time when even supporters of the ‘process’ were
concerned about its direction, it raised questions as to whether the university was
leaning towards spreading propaganda rather than promoting popular education. Third,
not everyone will act according to the principles espoused by the revolution; with a
history of institutionalised corruption, this is a problem in Venezuela and popular
education initiatives can be discredited due to the different personal agendas of
opportunistic officials.
On the surface, then, revolutionary states create a climate in which popular
education can flourish, new initiatives can be tested and many positive outcomes are
achieved. On the negative side, there remain significant problems implementing popular
education on a large scale and what is meant to be happening, in theory, is not
necessarily translated into practice.

‘Democracies’

In the middle lie the states described, to varying degrees, as ‘democratic’, though the
adjective requires qualification. In the 1980s, when United States support for
authoritarian governments in Latin America became embarrassing, there was a move to
provide them with at least the appearance of democracy, while still trying to maintain
control. Parodying the so-called ‘low intensity’ war waged by the US against Central
America, some labelled these new states ‘low intensity’ democracies (Cendales, Posada
& Torres, 1996, p. 121). In the 1990s and 2000s, some of these states remained
authoritarian (Colombia, Haiti), while others moved to reject the ‘neoliberal’ model
(Bolivia, Ecuador, Paraguay, in addition to Venezuela).
Even if nominally democratic, the power of these states to enact the will of its
people is tempered by the ‘dictatorship of the market’ (Betuto Fernández, 1998, p. 75)
and their status as ‘third world’ countries, indebted to first world creditors. World Bank
and International Monetary Fund ‘austerity packages’ have forced governments to cut
public spending, increase exports, privatise services and so on. The gradual (semi)
privatisation of services has also affected popular education: independent NGOs who
supported popular education, which was often critical of the state, were now tempted to
procure government funding, silencing themselves in the process (Petras, 1999).
So where states are formally democratic, the picture is varied and constantly
changing, even within countries. From the late 1980s onwards, the popular education
movement has generally tried to make its influence felt within the state. In certain times
and places, this has clearly been welcomed and state organisations have played an
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important role. A prime example has been local government in Brazil. The Workers
Party, of which Freire was a founding member, was set up in 1980, an umbrella group
of workers and social movements struggling to overcome the dictatorship (Branford &
Kucinski, 1995). Initially, the party committed to the values of participatory, not just
representative, democracy. When it won power in São Paulo, it appointed Freire
minister of education from 1989-1991. In Porto Alegre, it attempted to engage the city’s
inhabitants in the now famous exercise of ‘participatory budgeting’. The same council
set up and financed the first World Social Forum and its spin-off ‘World Education
Forum’, important gatherings for radical educators from around the world.
On the one hand then, in these various forms of capitalist representative
democracy, opportunities could be exploited within the state sector as spaces opened up
for increased participation by civil society. On the other hand, limits were imposed on
what could be done, initiatives could be co-opted away from radicalism and educators
faced the dilemma of where to prioritise their efforts, within autonomous movements,
its traditional ‘school’, or within the state. Folquito Verona (2008), an academic,
organiser of the Regional Popular Education Forum for the West of São Paulo
(FREPOP) and a former Workers Party education minister in the town of Lins, argues
that popular education cannot be properly done within the state, even when
administrations are radical, and that it is important to maintain and develop independent
popular education initiatives. The extent to which popular education should engage with
the state, then, continues to be an important subject for discussion in Latin America,
with no straightforward answers. In general, I think the dominant position is that
articulated by Gadotti when he argued for social movements to have a foot inside the
state ‘but it has to be only one foot, inside. The other foot should be outside… The
negotiating strength of the movement within the State depends on its own capacity for
mobilisation outside it’ (Gadotti & Torres, 1992, p. 71).
Comparing popular education in Europe and Latin America
In mainstream Europe, states also have wide historical, cultural and economic variations
within and between them, particularly since the incorporation of former Soviet Block
countries, where the former dominance of the state could mean that ‘the phenomenon of
Community was erased from society’ (Nazaretyan, 2010, “The Role of the South
Caucus”, para. 1) or a history of resistance was co-opted into the new order (Zielińska,
Kowzan & Prusinowska, 2011). In this article, however, analysis is restricted to
European states sharing the characteristics of relatively prosperous Western capitalist
democracies, albeit the current economic crisis means some might soon be known as
‘formerly advanced economies’ (Hahnel, 2012, para. 2).
A first difference with Latin America is that in much of Europe state education is
so widespread that by definition ‘education’ means ‘state education’. In Latin America,
state provision is variable and, where deficient, popular education can fill the vacuum,
particularly in basic education. In Europe, popular education either complements or
competes with state education, on the outside in social movements or on the inside, in a
struggle to promote its alternative philosophy and practice.
A second difference lies in the nature of social movements. In the Europe of
wealthy economies and welfare states, theorists generally characterise social movements
as more middle-class than their Latin American counterparts, concerned with deepening
democracy and improving the quality of life in a post-materialist society, rather than
struggling for basic material needs (Foweraker, 1995; Hellman, 1995; Radcliffe, 1999).
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‘New’ social movements around issues like gender and ethnicity have also developed in
Latin America but these tend to overlap with class-based concerns. Caution is required
in generalising about social movements, however, and in both Europe and Latin
America exceptions to the rule are easily found. Movements also change constantly and
Della Porta and Diani observed in 2006 that in Europe ‘working-class action seems to
be back with a vengeance’ and ‘basic survival rights and social entitlements seem to
play a more balanced role in contemporary mobilizations, alongside more post material
ones, related to quality of life, than was the case in the recent past’ (Della Porta &
Diani, 2006, p. vii). Today this is even more true, with the rise of movements like the
‘indignados’ in Spain and Greece, combating unemployment and austerity in a way
reminiscent of so many throughout the ‘third world’ (Ouziel, 2011).
Another difference is the extent to which an articulated popular education
movement exists independently of the state. In Latin America it is a ‘broad and open
movement, with a degree of organisation and articulation’ (Zarco, 2001, p. 30). Steele
(2007) has systematised the history of popular education in Europe, though with various
interpretations of what the term means only what he considers ‘radical popular
education’ relates to the Latin American equivalent. Contemporary experiences of
popular education in Europe, particularly Germany, were recently examined in Essen
(Essen Conference, 2009); in Spain, the south has much in common with Latin
America, including regular exchanges of experience (Abrio, Sánchez & Herrera, 1998)
and a number of popular education movements have been documented in Cataluña
(Puigvert & Valls, 2005); Guimarães and Sancho (2005) give an honest assessment of
the ebb and flow of popular education in Portugual; from Malta, Mayo and others make
prolific contributions to the literature on popular education (Mayo & Borg, 2007); in the
UK Grayson (2005) analyses education in the British tenants movement and a range of
initiatives have been documented in Scotland (Crowther et al., 1999). Finally, the
Popular Education Network for academics, started in the late 1990s, has succeeded in
forging lasting European-wide (and global) collaboration amongst its members
(Crowther et al., 2005).
But do these and other activities constitute a popular education movement? On the
one hand, much seems to be happening in the field of adult education for social change,
probably more than is known. On the other hand, the extent to which these examples
relate to an articulated theory of ‘popular’ education appears variable. Sometimes the
educational aspect of a struggle is consciously understood as popular education by those
involved; sometimes a different qualifier might apply, such as radical education or,
returning to the discussion on ideology, workers, feminist or environmentalist
education. Sometimes it may be thought of simply as the informal education people
acquire in action, which others then categorise as popular education. While the same
points could be made about Latin America, in general the explicit link to the concept of
popular education seems much stronger in Latin America than in Europe, further
enhanced by its association with Paulo Freire: in Europe the term ‘popular education’ is
not quite as popular!
Independently of their allegiance to the term ‘popular education’, is there a degree
of conscious ‘organisation and articulation’ which brings these different, alternative
experiences together? While the picture varies across countries, outside the state, at
least, such organisation seems significantly weaker in Europe than in Latin America,
though given the different context, with the greater prevalence of the European state in
the provision of services, of which adult education is one, this is hardly surprising. In
the UK, alternative education movements were strong in the past but are weaker now,
despite attempts to resurrect the tradition (Bane, Shaw & Thomson, 2000).
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While I generally find that in terms of educational practice and the organisation of
independent popular education initiatives, the cutting-edge nature of popular education
in Latin America has much to teach Europeans, it is perhaps in the relationship popular
education has with the state that Europe has lessons to offer Latin America. In Europe
Steele argues that ‘the functionalist and vocationalist policy of much state-sponsored
adult education has evacuated it of meaningful personal, cultural development or radical
social purpose’ (Steele, 2010, p. 120); for Fragoso and Guimarães, with particular
reference to Portugal, ‘EU programmes have made it very difficult for CSOs [civil
society organisations] to escape national state control. This situation impedes innovative
and alternative attempts to promote social emancipation’ (Fragoso & Guimarães, 2010,
p. 17).
In the UK, as early as 1909, there were heated debates within and between
organisations such as the Workers Education Association and the Plebs League over the
extent to which Independent Working Class Education could exist if beholden to
government funding (Fieldhouse, 2000; McIlroy, 2000). While sporadic radical
practices managed to survive, in accepting funding there is little doubt the WEA was
deliberately and consciously co-opted into the politics of social democracy and stripped
of its radical credentials:
this was recognised very clearly by the Conservative President of the Board of Education,
Lord Eustace Percy, when he defended the adult education grants to the WEA...against
Treasury scepticism in 1925, because in his view ‘£100,000 spent annually on this kind of
work, properly controlled, would be about the best police expenditure we could indulge
in’ as a protection against socialist ideas being spread abroad by such bodies as the
National Council for Labour Colleges. (Fieldhouse, 2000, p. 176)

Steele concludes that today
the WEA and similar voluntary movements like the Scandinavian folk high schools are
still active and offer potential. However, the funding restrictions which limit so much of
their valuable activity to social first-aiding and ‘vocational’ preparation – or ‘training’ –
may not permit the kind of radical or liberatory politics enjoyed by Latin American
movements. (Steele, 2010, pp. 122-123)

In 1990s Scotland the anti-poll tax movement, often credited with causing the downfall
of the Thatcher government, bore some resemblance to a Latin American style popular
movement. Local government, responsible for collecting the tax, simultaneously funded
Community Education, including some projects pursuing a ‘Freirian’ approach
(Kirkwood & Kirkwood, 1989). But educators in those projects felt unable to work with
the anti-poll tax movement in case their funding was withdrawn. In Latin America, it is
precisely those sorts of movements popular education centres would work with as a
priority.
Popular education is linked to action, another area where states are likely to impose
limits. In the UK, the belief that the Iraq ‘war’ of 2003 was about imperialism and oil,
not weapons of mass destruction, led to the largest political demonstrations in UK
history. Yet young people attending school were not allowed to participate in them,
even when old enough to leave education altogether. Teachers blockaded the gates of
my local school and 17 year-old pupils who insisted on leaving to demonstrate were
threatened with suspension. As professionals, teachers were expected to appear
politically ‘neutral’, the opposite of what popular education stands for. Subsequently,
the ‘weapons-of-mass-destruction’ argument was proven to be false: if formal education
cannot be linked to action even in the face of what many consider large-scale blatant
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injustice, committed by their own elected government (Miller, 2004), this puts the
strictest of limitations on the ability to engage in popular education within the state. One
possible lesson is that where Latin American popular educators engage with the state,
they should do so with eyes wide open and simultaneously be wary of giving up their
independence.
More positively, the state is also a ‘site of struggle’ and astute, creative educators
will push the limits to the maximum. In the same local school, some pupils walked
through the teachers’ blockade and demonstrated. At school the next day, several
teachers openly supported the pupils’ actions and in the end they were ‘spoken to’ but
not suspended. Recent research into the influences on political activists in Scotland
encouragingly showed that formal education, and the work of individual educators, had
generally been seen as contributing positively towards their radicalism (Kane, In press
[B]). So a familiarity with the European experience of widespread state-run education
may help alert Latin Americans to both the pitfalls and opportunities in trying to engage
in popular education within state structures.
Conclusion
Conclus ion
At one level it is problematic to compare the relationship between popular education
and the state in Latin America and Europe. Both regions consist of different countries,
each with its own particular historical, political and cultural variations. There are
differences within countries too and this diversity affects the way in which popular
education is expressed. Nothing is static, moreover, and there is a constant dialectical
relationship between popular education and the context in which it tries to intervene.
But it is possible to discern general patterns. Europe has a long history of popular
education outside the state though this has been significantly co-opted by the spread of
welfare states and mass education. Currently, there are various attempts to maintain or
resurrect that tradition. In this they have taken inspiration from the recent past in Latin
America where the independent popular education movement has been more visible and
organised, as well as having original contributions to offer in terms of theory and
practice. In both regions there are infinite numbers of groups involved in processes of
informal education, a by-product of their struggle for social change, who are potential
beneficiaries of a strong, independent popular education movement. In Europe,
characteristically, attempts to promote popular education are more commonly located
‘within and against’ the state, and that is now becoming common practice in Latin
America too. There remain substantial contextual differences between the two regions greater degrees of poverty in Latin America, its continuing struggle against neocolonialism – and these influence the shape of popular education. At the current time,
however, in Europe and Latin America the relationship between popular education and
the state is more similar than ever before.
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