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ABSTRACT

This thesis identifies personal sexuality as a significant and crucial site for transformative
adult learning. Personal sexuality is shown to be an important adult problematic vital for
individual and social transformation. Adult education of the radical/transformative tradition
professes to respond to adult learning needs through a process of liberative critical
reflection. However, the thesis shows that personal sexuality is an adult learning domain
which, in fact, is largely overlooked both in theory and in practice by adult education.

The study is cross-disciplinary. Its theoretical framework is drawn from theories of
transformative learning in adult education together with psychological, sociological and
feminist theories of personal development and social relations.

Based on original, qualitative case study fieldwork, the findings from the personal sexual
stories of seventy six participants reveal a hitherto secret and complex swathe of
Interconnecting learning strands. These strands are shown to operate throughout different
life transitions and extend to encompass the next generation and the wider community. The
1ssue of communicative competence in relation to personal sexuality emerges as central to

participants’ relational concerns, learning agendas, intergenerational educational roles, work
roles and to their capacities for transformative action.

Major themes in childhood and adolescent learning reveal patterns of sexual repression and
oppression as de facto key constituents in the psycho-cultural construction of personal sexual
Identity. These themes show that the culture of sexual silence, initiated in childhood learning, is
maintained in adult relationships of intimacy and contributes to further embedding oppressive
gender relations in the socio-cultural fabric to the detriment of both sexes and of society. Major
themes of adult sexual experience are identified as relating to a) self-image and sexual self-
esteem; b) the challenges of intimate partnerships and changes in relationships; c) parenting and
the inter-generational tendency to reproduce personal sexual learning

The thesis makes the case that personal sexuality is an area of subjugated knowledge and a
radical vehicle for personal development and social transformation; that personal sexual
stories provide significant biographical opportunities for the exercise of adult education’s
transformative role in making visible hidden and unquestioned assumptions oppressive to
women and men and society. The process by which this is achieved is delineated through

positioning personal sexual story as a personal and political research project in the adult
education learning environment.

While not resolving issues of debate between liberal/humanistic and social constructivist
theories of sexuality, the development of the argument moves progessively to demonstrate
how society, in particular through discursive practices, engages in the construction of
sexuality at the deepest levels of the psyche and, thereby, shows the limitations of a

unidimensional individualistic approach in addressing the personal sexual oppressions
revealed in the empirical research. [ W NN

F' ;1{1"‘ e ¥ ’J
The distinctive outcome of the research is that it identifies transformative adult education as
an effective intervention at both a theoretical and a practical level in relation to personal
sexuality, thereby transcending without necessarily resolving academic debates.
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CHAPTER ONE

PERSONAL SEXUALITY: A TRANSFORMATIVE LEARNING
PROJECT FOR ADULT EDUCATION

Introduction to the research

This research focuses on personal sexuality as an adult problematic which demands to
be addressed in transformative adult education. It interrogates the topic as an adult
learning task encountered by the generality of people and, as such, is distinguished
from individual psychotherapeutic problems requiring professional psychotherapeutic
remedial responses. In the context of this research, the emphasis shifts from a view of
personal sexuality as either functional or dysfunctional to a view of personal sexuality

as a developmental, reflexive learning project situated in a historical context of culture

and society.’

The research is an exploration of the role of transformative learning in adult education
in relation to what Foucault (1978) and Giddens (1991, 1992) describe as a
sequestered dimension of human experience, that is, personal sexuality. By personal
sexuality i1s meant the biological, gendered and enculturated experiences and
expressions of being a woman or a man® By transformative learning in adult

education is meant the critically reflective process on individual and social experience

' The Republic of Ircland and Northern Ireland, 1995-1998, offer a specific cultural context for the
ficldwork. This is beginning to change somewhat due to increasing inward migration of people from
other cultures.

° Personal sexuality includes the affective, erotic and generative energies, understandings, experiences
and expressions of self which are central to inter-personal and social relationships. In the context of
this study, ‘personal sexuality’ acts as an inclusive term incorporating personal sexual and gender
experience.



leading to wider, more open, just, inclusive and differentiating perspectives, and the

impetus to act for personal and social change (Mezirow, 1996).

The study is the outcome of an extended period of reflection and questioning,
precipitated by working with women and men in relation to their experiences of
sexuality and intimate relationships and to their educational roles as adults and as
parents in this regard. As an adult education practitioner and a trainer of marriage and
educational counsellors, it became evident to this researcher that personal sexuality
was a significant dimension of life-experience largely unaddressed in the ordinary

processes of adult learning.

Initially, the insights gained and the difficulties encountered in designing and
implementing training programmes for counsellors in sexuality and related issues such
as family planning and parenting led to a more general cntical questioning about
personal sexual experience and its effects on personal development and intimate
relationships. A series of questions emerged. These queried the processes of sexual
learning, the role of pre-adult learning for adult sexual experience, adult learning needs
in relation to adult intimate relationships, and the learning interventions, if any, in
adulthood, helpful to such relationships. For example, amongst the people prompting
the questioning, difficulties in constructive communication on personal issues of
intimacy, or on physical and emotional sexual experiences, or arising from hegemonic
assumptions about sexual partnership, were prevalent. This practical experience led to
the hypothests that such difficulties might be problematic for a wider constituency. An
exploration of this hypothesis seemed justified. While personal sexuality may be an
issue for therapeutic intervention in specific situations, it 1s important to register here

that this study is approached from an adult educational perspective.

Psychoanalytic theory and developmental psychology indicated the validity of engaging
with the hypothesis. Psychological conceptual frameworks make a wital theoretical
contribution to the understanding of the intra-psychical and interpersonal
developmental tasks in the course of a life. In addition, they explain the implications

for people where these tasks are not adequately accomplished ((Freud, 1977; Erikson,



1965; Gould, 1978; Gilligan, 1982; Chodorow, 1978, 1990). However, the practical
issue of women and men’s own engagement in addressing developmental concerns
related to their personal sexuality, and their capacity to develop, or re-develop, more
holistic enabling responses, where appropnate, still remained an issue. Furthermore, as
human sexuality is central to the functioning of society, any exploration of personal
sexual development implicitly carmnies an onus to extend the questions to include an
exploration of relations between the individual psyche and the actual structural

contexts in which the psyche 1s embedded.

Sociological discourses confirmed the importance of the socio-cultural contexts in
considering personal sexual experience. These discourses indicated the validity of
hypothesising that personal sexuality, as an adult problematic, is a particular site of
socio-cultural construction and control in which a generality of women, men and
children interact. Such discourses demonstrate how individual personal experience of
sexuality is situated in and shaped by particular socio-cultural contexts and by the
power relations within these contexts. These discourses draw attention to the potential
for resistance against oppressive constraints within the movements and counter-
movements of power relations (Foucault, 1978; Giddens, 1992). Their theoretical
frameworks may be less successful in the absence of a practice for engaging with the

particularities of one’s own adult sexual developmental experiences.

Radical feminist theories of sexuality reflected closely some of the experiential realities
expressed by the women and men in learning groups facilitated by the researcher prior
to this current study. Sexuality is not only a central dimension of human development
and personal identity but is also the central site for gender oppression, viewed by a
number of radical feminist theorsts as the most significant and comprehensive form of
all oppression (Millett, 1977, Rich, 1976; Firestone, 1970; Brownmiller, 1976).
Radical feminist theories on sexuality and reproduction constitute powerful arguments
for women’s struggle against patriarchal relations. However, as Ryan (1997b) argues,
a tendency within radical feminist theonsation towards an essentialist and
universalistic, ahistoric polarisation of women and men’s positions constitutes a

potential inhibition to an adequate theorisation encompassing the possibility of change.
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As a method for further exploring these issues, an experimental personal development
course in sexuality, designed and facilitated by this researcher, was offered to a number
of community based rural and suburban women’s groups. Participant evaluations from
these courses confirmed that, for a majority of the members of those groups, personal
sexuality constituted a significant site of personal and interpersonal repression and
oppression. Furthermore, it was clear that the course participants had not been
previously offered an opportunity to engage with addressing these situations in a
systematic manner, nor did they feel competent to do so prior to their attendance on

the course.

Contemporaneously with initiating the courses outlined above, exposure to Paulo
Freire’s (1972) thinking and to his concept of the human being as a subject rather than
an object of history stimulated a new learning process by this researcher which resulted
in an exploration of the field of transformative learning in adult education. This
process drew attention to the limitations of a purely humanistic, psychology based
learning intervention in personal development enterprises while it affirmed the
interpretative value of humanistic psychology for adult developmental learning. It
broadened the perspective on such interventions to include a recognition of the
structural and political dimensions of human experience. It revealed the potential
within personal development in adult education for a more widely liberative and
holistic learning than achievable through a solely humanistic psychologically or
structurally based approach. Subsequently, a radical post-structural perspective in
transformative adult education on personal development (Ryan, 1997b) offered an
empathic contribution to a conceptual framework in which women and men, together,

could participate in a democratic learning discourse on personal sexuality.

As emphasised above, the researcher’s perspective is an educational one. It is rooted
in the belief that women and men are life-long learners; that, within the conditions and
conditionings of culture and circumstance, choices can be made to live within value
parameters of co-operation, equity and friendship; that such a choosing could be a

continuous process; i1t 1s enabled and confirmed whenever an option towards



inclusivity, democracy, justice, and forgiveness i1s taken individually or collectively.

These options are facilitated by transformative learning 1n adult education.

Initial courses on personal sexuality raised questions about the relationship between
transformative learning in adult education and personal learning needs. The i1ssue was
whether sexual development could be significantly enhanced by the intervention of
transformative learning in adult education, and whether this could be of value for social
transformation. The security of a safe, facilitated learning environment, the support
and challenge of shared learning in groups, and the structure of courses which
maintains a focus on the topic (Brookfield, 1987, Mezirow, 1991) were among the
features of transformative adult education courses commending them for addressing
the issue of personal sexuality. This participative learning dynamic, together with the
interaction between experience and theory and the particular and the general, in such a
learning environment, appeared to have potential for discovering wider and more
inclusive understandings of personal sexual experience and its positionings in context

and culture. Furthermore, it held out the possibility to participants of moving beyond

insight and understanding towards initiating liberative change.

Participant evaluations of the personal development courses suggested an analogy
between personal sexuality and literacy. Transformative adult education identified and
responded to literacy needs, and continues to do so, with adult literacy programmes.
At the same time, transformative adult education critiques the structures and values in
education and society which facilitate the emergence into adulthood of a significant
number of women and men without literacy skills. A majority of course participants
expressed similar feelings to those attendant on people who are illiterate, that is,
feelings of shame, humiliation and inferiority, as well as the continued practice of
strategies of deception, in relation to their personal sexuality. Analogously, hegemonic
~ assumptions about what could be called ‘personal sexual literacy’ in adulthood

prevented the expression of learning needs about intimacy for fear of being found

personally inadequate.



As a final development in the gestation of this current research, a case study with a
group of sixteen women confirmed that a learning intervention in a transformative
adult education environment could provide the impetus to act with greater autonomy
in addressing falsely inhibiting sexual learning experiences from childhood, and to
challenge intra- and inter-personal and socio-cultural repressive and oppressive
assumptions and behaviours in relationships of intimacy. In other words, the
participants in this case study judged their leaming on the course to be the kind of
‘really useful knowledge’ that enabled them to translate insight into action, albeit on an
individual basis, in that which Thompson (1996:21) describes as “the cracks of

superstructures’’.

Research questions

All of the foregoing has generated the research questions of this study which are as

follows:

To what extent has transformative learning in adult education a significant role to play

in personal sexual development that facilitates women and men in becoming

democratic subjects of their sexual histories and agents for social change?

A corollary to this question is can adult education be transformative if it does not
recognise personal sexual experience as a location for learning which is central for
individual and socio-cultural transformation and does not respond to it in its policies

and practices?

These questions set out to explore, from an adult education perspective, a topic which
is central to human experience and personal development and to the construction of

relationships and culture (Foucault, 1978; Giddens, 1992).

Positioning personal sexuality in this way allows for an exploration of the topic which

will make visible a gap between the remedial/therapeutic world and the educational



world and into which subjugated knoi:vledges and learning needs crucial to individual

and communal well-being will fall.

In order to address the research questions, the following hypotheses will be explored:

a) individuals have learming needs relating to their personal sexual well-being which
can only be met 1n adulthood irrespective of the quality of their pre-adult learning;

b) personal sexuality is a developmental process with changing needs throughout the

hfe-course the addressing of which, in adulthood, is central to the well-being of the
individual and of society;

c) the provision of a systematic approach to shared learning on personal
sexuality in a facilitated environment is an important adult educational

contribution to the individual and to society.

An exploration of the research questions and ensuing hypotheses is important because
personal sexual experience i1s a central site for the development of values of equality,
justice, democracy and, ultimately, human friendship. The social realisation of these

values underpins the aims and goals of transformative learning in adult education.

Research process and content

Because this 1s an exploratory study, and one which seeks to make visible that which
may be occluded, a creative but realistic engagement with the literature in Chapter
Two offers a context from which the fieldwork is initiated and to which it retumns
throughout the course of the study. The context consists of an intersection or
interaction of concepts drawn from psychological, sociological, feminist and
transformative adult education theories, as indicated earlier. This interactive inquiry is
brokered to yield a multi-disciplined set of interpretative lenses with which to read

research participants’ histones.



Participant data and analysis in Chapters Four, Five and Six lead to a theoretical
consideration of the actual process by which the topic was explored; that is, to the role
of biography in transformative learning in adult education and its potential application

for personal sexual development. This is substantially taken up and developed in

Chapter Seven.

Having conceptually contextualised the research questions in Chapter Two, in Chapter
Three, the way in which the methodology for implementing the research was
developed is demonstrated. The central issue addressed in this chapter is how
qualitative multiple research methods were chosen, designed and used to access
‘information rich’ data (Patton, 1990) in a case study of seventy nine participants, on a
profoundly sensitive topic. An interesting aspect of the methodology, as illustrated in
this chapter, is that its design offered a substantive opportunity for research
participants to engage in their own personal development through participation in the
study. To this extent, the multiple-methodological mesh had to be fine enough to
allow sensitive depth data through, yet firm enough to support the participants in
addressing the implications of producing it. Additionally, as this chapter shows, the
participant-observer methodological approach adopted in the study had affective

implications for the researcher.

The fieldwork accounts for a major element in this research. Chapters Four, Five and
Six contain analyses of data garnered in the field. In these chapters, substantial space
1s given to ensuring that the voices of the research participant women and men are
‘audible’ to the reader. In themselves, these literal transcripts, although subjected to
researcher selection, are substantial historical records which could form a basis for
future investigations. For the present study, they are compelling voices from women

and men articulating a range of experiences but not necessarily shared experiences.

In Chapter Four, the hypothesis that individual adults have leaming needs relating to their
personal sexual well-being which can only be met in adulthood irrespective of the quality of
their pre-adult leamning is explored. Through facilitated reflection on personal sexual



histories, participants identify and critique personal experiences of childhood and adolescent
learning about sexuality. The significance of these experiences is interrogated in order to
establish their importance or otherwise for adult relationships of intimacy. How the

participants, as girls and boys, acquired their leamning about sexuality, and what that

learning consisted of and why, gives access to a largely privatised experiential domain.

In Chapter Five, the hypothesis that personal sexuality is a developmental process with
changing needs throughout the life-course, the addressing of which is central to the well-
being of the individual and of society, is explored. Patterns of change and challenge in

participants’ adult intimate relations are identified. The interaction of structural sexual
discourses, such as within religion, the professions and the representational media, with

intra and inter-personal experience and agency are explored and interpreted.

Chapter Six explores the hypothesis that personal sexual development is enhanced by a
systematic approach to shared learning in a facilitated environment. Research

participants use their experiences of the learning intervention constituted by the study’s

methodology and the outcomes of that learning, together with their previous

experences, to evaluate the role of personal development courses and transformative
learning in sexuality in adult education. These evaluations extend beyond relations of

intimacy to include the implications of such learning for work situations.

Additionally, this Chapter records the perspectives of a group of adult educators in the
policy-making and curriculum design domain and of a group of psychotherapists on
this hypothesis. Discussion centres on the appropriateness or otherwise of
transformative learning in adult education engaging with such a core and sensitive issue
of human experience as personal sexuality. This discussion explores the boundaries
between therapy and education, the interaction between the individual and the socio-
cultural in transformative learning experiences, and examines the appropriateness of

personal development courses in sexuality as a vehicle for transformative learning.

Finally, in Chapter Seven, as indicated earlier, a significant conceptual contribution

emerges from the findings. This is a substantive result based on the findings and the



process by which the findings were made. In the first part of this chapter, the concept
of biography and of what Alheit (1995:82) terms “biographicity”, as a basis for
personal development in adult education, is explored. In the second part of this chapter
and as a conclusion to the research, a new proposition is generated from the findings

and argued in relation to transformative learning in adult education and personal sexual

development.
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CHAPTER TWO

TRANSFORMATIVE LEARNING FOR ADULT SEXUALITY:
SETTING A CONTEXT

As indicated in Chapter One, the trajectory path taken in this study, and in engaging
with the literature in this chapter, is one which hypothesises that personal sexuality is
an adult problematic appropriate for transformative learning in adult education.
Furthermore, it is hypothesised that, if transformative adult education intends the
democratisation of the personal and political spheres and the generation of justice,
equality and collaborative relations in a holistic and integrated manner, then it must be
Inclusive of personal sexuality. This is hypothesised because, as Giddens (1992)
argues, sexuality is experientially central to the development of personal and
institutional subjectivity and, as such, is also a central site of dynamic interpersonal and
structural power relations. In other words, sexuality is a location of repressive and

oppressive operations as well as a location of confluent love relations (Giddens, 1992).

Giddens (1992:30) perceives a contemporary entry of ‘sex’ into the public sphere, with
the attendant hopes of many attaching to sexuality as the medium to freedom within a
limiting civilisation. Affirming Freud’s connection between sexuality and self-identity,

Giddens argues that sexuality and intimate relationships are in the throes of

revolutionary change:

“The question is one of sexual identity but not only this. The self today
is for everyone a reflexive project - a more or less continuous
interrogation of past, present and future. It is a project carried on

amid a profusion of reflexive resources: therapy and self-help manuals
of all kinds, television programmes and magaczine articles..”

11



This study specifically proposes to explore further afield than the therapeutic, self-help
or media spheres in relation to personal sexuality: 1t proposes to examine whether or

not a positive connection between transformative adult education and holistic,

liberative, personal sexual development is being overlooked.

The literature explored in this chapter provides a context from which the fieldwork is
undertaken. It is a context which is drawn from transformational adult education and
from a number of seminal theories of sexuality in psychology, sociology and feminism.

These are chosen as relevant for the following reasons:

o Theonies of transformational adult education hold that adult psycho-social
problems form the basis for transformative learning interventions, and that such

interventions are liberatory for the individual and the community.

o Psychological theories of sexuality, in addition to offering a perspective on
personal sexual development, describe how repressive psycho-sexual learning
contributes to psychic distortions, forming an adult problematic which impedes

adult psycho-social development.

e Sociological theories of sexuality show how structural relations impact on personal
sexual experience constituting adult problematics; and how oppressive sexual

relations inhibit the exercise of equality, justice and democracy.

o Feminist psychological and sociological theories situate sexual relations as a central

site of repression and oppression and of liberatory possibility.

Because of the intra-psychical and intimate interpersonal dimensions associated with
sexual experience, a psychological element to the conceptual framework contnbutes to
an understanding and interpretation of these phenomena. Sociological discourse
introduces the political dimension of sexuality into the discussion and offers another

‘worldview’ with which to construct a theoretical frame for the research. Feminist

12



literature explicitly offers a deconstruction of gendered sexuality within patriarchal
relations. These theories are pertinent to this study in that, between them, they offer a

multi-perspectived approach to the topic of personal sexual development.

A review of this complex of literary spheres is necessary because personal sexuality
and the intimacies associated with it are not well represented in the literature pertaining
to transformative learning in adult education as, for example, other issues of
oppression are. However, transformative adult education theorises the adult as a life-
long learner with the potential to become a critically reflexive, “politicised, agentic
human subject” (Ryan,1997b:6) contributing to the democratic and just transformation
of society. Such a subject is a sexual subject, and society is constituted of such

subjects and its institutions have interests in sexual organisation (Foucault, 1978).

Against this theoretical backdrop of transformative learning and the learner-subject,
theories of sexual repression (psychology), oppression (sociology), and the conceptual
possibility of liberation from both sexual repression and oppression (psychology,
sociology and feminisms) provide a theoretical framework and parameters for the
heldwork. This is without prejudice to Ryan’s (1997b:3-5) post-structural critique of
the polarisation or dualistic positioning of psychology and sociology in relation to their

respective understandings of the person.
The chapter is divided into four parts:

1. part one engages with theories of transformative learning for adult personal

development;

2. part two focuses on personal sexuality, theorised in psychology, sociology and

feminism, as an aspect of adult personal development;
3. part three offers a perspective on the cultural context in which research

participants’ learning experiences in relation to personal sexuality largely took

place;
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4. part four identifies elements in these bodies of literature from which
connections can be made between transformative learning and personal
sexuality; connections which validate the proposition that a significant lacuna
exists in regard to personal sexuality in transformational learning theory and

practice.

Transformative learning in adult education is subjected to much analysis and critique,
and its purposes and outcomes are strongly contested within the discipline. This
contestation focuses largely on the differing emphases in approaches to learning within
adult education. Lovett (1988) describes these emphases as emanating historically
from liberal or from radical positionings. Within this context, Tennant (1988:3),
consciously over-simplistically, identifies positionings in relation to the individual and
adult education as between theories which approach the person as “largely

independent of the social environment” and those which “emphasise the primacy of

the social environment” whereby the person is understood as a product of that
environment. The liberal tradition in education is associated with humanistic
psychology and education for individual development (Field, 1993:46). The radical
tradition in education focuses on structural relations of oppression and collective

action for social transformation (Freire, 1972; Mayo, 1995; Thompson, 1996; Inglis,
1997).

Lovett (1988:xvi,153,161) crtiques the liberal tradition in adult education “for its
failure to respond effectively to the continuing and widening inequalities in our
society.” Liberal ideology, he contends, underpins many community education
initiatives, contributing only to individual advancement and doing little to help a
collective approach to problem-solving issues of poverty and marginalisation in
working-class communities. Lovett argues the need for a radical approach to adult
education which enables people think in terms of real alternatives and which helps
people to “dream their dreams, to construct their version of a better society out of

their own experiences.
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Thompson (1988:181-201), also crtical of liberal ideology permeating education,
takes up the argument for a radical approach to adult education. Noting the lack of
“radical initiatives on behalf of women” which would challenge the patriarchal
educational establishment, she is critical of liberal frameworks which tolerate a partial
inclusion of feminism’s insights. In Thompson’s view, adult education’s response to
feminism has been trivialised in the way that the educational establishment pays ‘lip-
service’ to feminism while deflecting the application of its radical intent. Adult
education, she contends, has succumbed to the hegemony of an educational system

constructed and dominated by men’s power and values.

The underlying trend in the above thinking is confirmed in Mayo (1999) who expresses
concern that the pervasiveness of neo-liberalism in western society and in adult
education 1s corrupting the public benefit of adult education in the interests of the

market-place.

Calling for a re-instigation of a radical approach in adult education, Lovett (1988)
traces its historical roots through Horton’s Highlander Folk School in Tennessee, the
Antigonish movement in Nova Scotia, the chartist ‘Mechanics’ Institutes’ in Britain
and, Thompson (1996) adds, the feminist writings of Mary Wollstonecraft. Lovett
points out that, traditionally, the emphasis in these educational movements was radical

in that it focused on the production of “really useful knowledge and collective

3 »

enterprise”. Expanding on the concept of “really useful knowledge”, Johnson
(1988:29) explains that its radicalism lay in the fact that it was the people’s knowledge,
produced from their circumstances, and that such knowledge “changes the world”.
Such knowledge, he maintains, was challenging at the level that it presented alternative
perspectives to educational orthodoxies. Johnson (1988) warns that education, “up
against utility with a vengeance”, in the latter decades of the century, is moving into a
reactionary phase, that is, of engaging in “merely useful knowledge”, knowledge
which simply serves to support commerce and to adapt to what is. Thompson
(1996:15-26), affirming Lovett and Johnson, reasserts adult education’s responsibility

to radicalism. Radical knowledge in transformative education is more than the best of

liberal ideas, she asserts, or the acquisition of practical skills, or learning for
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“individual self-fulfilment”. Radical knowledge for transformation, Thompson
argues, is concerned with the ‘really useful knowledge’ which enables social and
political change to happen, in particular in relation to those who are oppressed and
marginalised in society. It 1s within this educational context, that Thompson places

critical thinking and personal agency, or what Freire (1972) terms ‘praxis’.

The literature cited below incorporates perspectives on transformative learning in adult
education drawn from both the liberal and radical traditions. Sexuality, as a dimension
of personal development, 1s central to the individual’s interests and, as a dimension of
social organisation, is central to the collective’s interests. Therefore, perspectives from
both the liberal and radical traditions in adult education are relevant in this study. The
humanistic, psychological basis associated with the liberal tradition in education is
sensitive to intimate, individual, personal learning needs; the social focus on which the
radical tradition in adult education is based is sensitive to the political dimensions of

both personal and social experience.

Transformative learning for adult personal development

Described in Mayo (1999:13) as “one of the greatest thinkers on education this
century”, Paulo Freire’s (1972) vision of the human being is an optimistic and
compassionate one. Through his educational work in the field of literacy, Freire
concludes that critical reflection on personal history paves the way to the liberation of
women and men from oppression and to a transformation of society. Richard Schaull,

introducing Freire’s “Pedagogy of the Oppressed” (1972:12) to the English speaking

world, describes him as working on one basic assumption:

“....that man’s [and woman’s] ontological vocation is to be a subject
who acts upon and transforms his [or her] world, and in so doing
moves towards ever new possibilities of fuller and richer life
individually and collectively.”

The concepts of subjecthood and identity are open to more than one interpretation

(Rothfield, 1991:109-113). For example the postmodern philosophical works of
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Derrida and Lacan, and of postmodern feminists such as Cixous, Ingary and Kristeva
(cited in Kerfoot and Knights, 1994:76-82) have, respectively, challenged concepts of
a centred subject and of a fixed sexual identity. Notwithstanding these developments in
postmodern thought in relation to the contingency of subjecthood and identity, Freire’s
concept that the distinguishing and distinguished task of women and men is that of
becoming subjects of their personal histories rather than remaining dominated as
objects of oppressive elites, structures, or vested interests within society, nonetheless
provides a conceptual frame for interrogating issues of oppression and liberation. In
fact, Freire’s philosophical perspectives are compatible, Stanage (1995) claims, with

postmodernist thinking.

The initial means towards achieving personal and social transformation, Freire

(1972.62) asserts, 1s through dialogical encounters which are “acts of creation”: that
1s, acts which break “the culture of silence”. Such discourse is respectful, non-
polemical, non-impositional and communicative. Each person enters the encounter
from the authority of his or her lived experience. Furthermore, Freire conceives of the
educational revolutionary process as one which is ‘life-loving’. His conceptual

framework includes the oppressor as well as the oppressed in the dynamic of personal

and social transformation.

Freire’s work forms the seminal basis on which many other theorists of both hiberal and
radical persuasions draw. These include, Mezirow (1981, 1990, 1991, 1996),
Brookfield (1986, 1987, 1988, 1990, 1998), Gould (1978, 1990), and Thompson
(1983, 1988, 1996), Hart (1990, 1998), Ryan (1997b) and Mayo (1999), in their

approach to transformative adult educational theory and practice.

Incorporating Freire’s concept of critical reflection in his theornisation of self-directed
learning, Mezirow’s focus tends towards education for individual transformation as a

means towards social transformation. Mezirow is critiqued by Jarvis (1983) and
Collard and Law (1989) for his failure to incorporate a cultural and socio-political
explication in his theorisation, thereby rendering his work less than comprehensive.

Inglis (1997:14) supports this critique, arguing that Mezirow’s contribution is limited
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in that education for individual agency, without due regard for the operations of social-
structural power relations, cannot be considered emancipatory because emancipatory

education “is a collective educational activity which has as its goal social and
political transformation.”. Nevertheless, Jarvis acknowledges Mezirow’s contribution

to adult learning theory and practice as accessible, practical and substantial.

Together with Gould (1978), Mezirow (1985:21) recognises that false assumptions
acquired in early childhood learning inhibit adult development through the acquisition

of false presuppositions:

“...the process of socialisation makes us all heir to such distorting
assumptions. Traumatic childhood events can cause us to learn
specific prohibitions - never confront, never succeed, never express
Jeelings...  The inhibitory rule fades from consciousness, but it

continues into adulthood to influence behaviour...”

In transformative adult education, Mezirow asserts, learners, prompted by the
limitations of previous understandings and the challenges of life transitions, engage in
critical awareness in a facilitated, shared learning environment of peers. New insights
are gained which lead to a broader, more differentiated and inclusive personal world

view than hitherto held; that is to perspective transformation. By perspective

transformation, Mezirow (1991:167) means

“...the process of becoming critically aware of how and why our
assumptions have come to constrain the way we perceive, understand,
and feel about our world; changing these structures of habitual
expectation to make possible a more inclusive, discriminating, and
integrative perspective; and, finally, making choices or otherwise
acting upon these new understandings.”

Mezirow (1996:6,7,12,13) highlighting the exigencies of the present, unpredictable,
high risk society, asserts the need for adult educators to adopt a pro-active approach in

facilitating adults to deal with contemporary issues of living. Learning “what we need
to learn”, he states, is “as a result of transforming our frame of reference”. He

points out that a subjective reframing of the premises on which presuppositions are

18



based 1s a key element in transformative learning. This is a liberative learning process
for personal growth, Mezirow argues, in that it enables the individual develop greater

autonomy in making choices about how to live in the world.

Gould (1978), coming from a psychotherapeutic background, recognises that there are
predictable patterns of change in adult life which challenge adults to release themselves
from the arbitrary constraints of childhood consciousness for effective adult
functioning. He argues that unresolved internalised prohibitions from childhood
learning prevent women and men from making choices appropriate to their adult

needs, to the needs of up-coming generations, and to the needs of the community.

Both Gould (1990) and Mezirow (1985; 1990, 1991:138-144; 1996) make the case
that critical reflection on distorted psychological perspectives acquired in early learning

1s important if women and men are to free themselves from the inhibiting power of

these perspectives.  Citing Gould, Mezirow (1990:13,17) contends that such
inhibitions

“cause a loss of function - such as the ability to confront, to feel
sexual, or take risks - that must be regained if one is to become a fully
SJunctioning adult.”

This 1s a learning task, he argues, for adulthood.

Strongly influenced by Mezirow’s theory of perspective transformation, Gould (1990)
adopts the practice of perspective transformation as a basis for the production of a
computerised therapeutic learning programme facilitative of adult development. This
programme, he suggests, can be used in both therapeutic and educational settings.
Mezirow (1990:17) supports Gould’s view that skilled educators can participate in
assisting adult learners deal with conflictual life situations with the help of
psychoeducational processes. Adult educators, he asserts, “can provide skilful

emotional support and collaborate as co-learners in an educational context.”
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Aware of the debate about the purposes of transformative learning, that is, whether
individual or social transformation is the ultimate goal, and also aware of his critics,
Mezirow (1990:206-212) argues that personal and political transformative learning is
interdependent. His view is that individual transformations must occur before social
transformations can prevail. Extending the concept of community to include the
community of learners, Mezirow (1996:11,12) contends that, in fostering collaborative
discourse in “profected learning environments” in adult education, adult educators

contribute to the development of the capacity for engaging in effective social action:

...community development means fostering learning communities in

which people can reflect critically, discourse collaboratively and act
collectively.”

Connections between the individual learning and the learning group extend to the
wider society and culture. Transformative action, he asserts, is a logical outcome of

transformative learning, whether it is taken individually or collectively, in interpersonal

relations or in social relations.

However, Mezirow (1990:363) claims that ultimately personal development is crucial
to social transformation in that the impetus for political action and social change is

grounded, initially, in individuals’ perspective transformations. This argument is

supported by Fleming (1996:53) who maintains that adult education for personal
development cannot but precipitate change in the learner’s manner of inter-personal
relating; relating which is more participatory, inclusive and democratic as a result of

the enhanced personal perspectives achieved. This, in turn, impacts on effecting

change in the community.

Mezirow and, to a lesser extent, Gould, make a significant contribution to
understanding both the processes and scope for transformative learning in adult
education. They may be described as belonging to the more humanistic, liberal sector
of the educational spectrum in that their contribution centres particularly on the
individual and on intra-psychic elements of personal development. Their approach to

transformative learning is important in a study which proposes to explore how
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experiential sexual learning is acquired, internalised, and shapes relationships of

intimacy.

However, Freire shows that social transformation cannot ultimately be consigned to
hiberal models of education. Transformative learning for personal development has a
political dimension in that all experience is mediated by culture and context which,
themselves, are products of collective hegemonic values. As Freire (1985:73) asserts,
in explaining the reflective/recursive relationship between the individual and society
and between the oppressor and the oppressed, “the relationships between the

dominator and the dominated reflect the greater social context, even when formally

personal.”

Lovett (1988) identifies conflict between personal and political development in adult
and community education. In his experience, personal interests in adult and
community education appear to supersede those of the collective; the focus tends
towards individual advantage rather than communal well-being. Hart (1992:212),
while supportive of Lovett’s concern, makes the point that individual actualisation and
social interaction are integral to each other, asserting that the severance of individual
fulfilment and social engagement actually hampers the development of true

individuality; it contributes to conformity and subservience as much as it contributes to

the feelings and behaviour of superiority.

The argument hinges on whether or not, in offering adult education opportunities for
personal development, the content and processes in the facilitation of this learning are
such that they engage with the whole picture rather than with one part of it: that 1s,
with the recursive relation between the individual and the social and the personal and
the political; or as Freire (1985) puts it, between the infrastructure of consciousness

and the superstructure of cultural-historical reality.
Allman (1988:109,97) describes the process of learners co-investigating their reality as

one which engenders critical consciousness by which structures of oppression are

exposed and may be challenged. Mindful of transformative learning as a process rather
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than a commodity, she highlights the importance of the process in developing a radical

consciousness for transformative action:

“Dialectic thinking makes it possible for us to not only believe but to
understand that each individual’s interest is inextricably linked with

the interests of humankind as well as all other species and the
environment.”

“But even before this reunion of critical thought with radical action,
learners are prepared to relate and to live in a radically different way
through the transformed communicative relations of dialogue”.

Thompson (1996:15-26) affirms transformative adult education’s role in the facilitation
of learners’ personal and political agency. Reflecting Freire’s (1972:60,61) emphasis

on the situationality of human existence, Thompson defines transformative learning as

grounded in

“applying critical intelligence to what is understood from experience -
in ways that re-constitute both the situation and the subject”.

Through this process, she argues, the interrogation of structural power and its
implications for individual growth and communal development is effected. Based on
values of equality, justice and democracy, re-constituting the situation and the subject,
Thompson holds, implies a political agency extending beyond “competitive

individualism” and “individual rights”.

Connolly (1996:39,40) points out that personal development education which
forefronts the emancipatory learning process transcends the problem of education for
individual advantage. By forefronting the emancipatory learning process in such
educational fora, both individual personal growth and the impetus for social change is
facilitated, and a dialectical transformative interaction between the two 1s effected.
Inglis (1997:13), however, presses the argument that empowerment and emancipation
are to be distinguished. Education for empowerment, states Inglis, 1s a process

concerned with “helping individuals attain greater economic, political, and social

power” within the extant social conditions; in other words, as Mayo (1995:16) argues,
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“as the means of promoting integration and conformity in a rapidly changing world”.
Education for personal emancipation, Inglis asserts, is a process which can only take

place within a learning context the goals of which are social and political

transformation.

The theme of transformative learning for personal development is specifically taken up
by Ryan (1997b). Ryan argues that the contextual positionings of personal experience
are explicated through critical analysis and hegemonic assumptions and related
structural interests are interrogated when a transformative pedagogy is adopted in
adult education for personal development. Ryan’s central point is that personal
development is both a personal and a political process in which adult education can
make a radical intervention for individual and social transformation. Ryan’s key

argument is that, to ensure this liberative realisation, the politicisation of facilitators of

such personal development courses is necessary a priori.

Ryan’s focus on the politicisation of adult educators is grounded in the conviction
echoed in Mayo (1995) and Mayo (1999:24,25,131,132) that all educational
Interventions are political, and that transformative adult education cuts to the roots of
oppression rather than treats with the symptoms. Mayo (1999) affirms radical adult
education as important ‘“pre-figurative work”: a process which “prefigures
transformed democratic social relations in the wider society”. In this process, he
argues, learners voices are, importantly, heard and understood, but they are also

interrogated. Personal and socio-cultural contradictions are revealed and oppressive

social relations confronted in the learning group.

Within this academic discourse on the purposes and outcomes of transformative adult
education, Barr (1998:78,80), recalling Freire’s emphasis on inclusivity and democracy
in the production of knowledge and hooks’ holding of adult education as ‘the practice
of freedom’, focuses on adult education’s role to deal “creatively and critically” in the
democratic generation of knowledge: Barr’s credence “in the potentially

transformative power of adult education” is superseded for her, she states, by “a
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belief in a more modest project”, that is, in liberating subjugated knowledges useful to

those who produce it.

These perspectives on transformative learning for personal development outlined
above indicate that such learning can be empowering and emancipatory. The
individual is empowered, not through developing skills of better adaptation to the
socio-cultural status quo, but through personal awareness of the deployment of forces,
psychic and socio-cultural, which foster or inhibit individual and communal well-being;
and emancipated by using that knowledge to bring about psycho-social change. Thus,
transformative learning for personal development in adult education is a radical and

Integrative dynamic which melds ‘the personal’ and the *political’ in its processes.

Transformative adult education for personal development, built on the lived lives of
women and men’s personal histories, subjected to dialogical critical reflection in the
learning group, is an experiential, communicative, and holistic learning project. Kolb
(1993:148), elucidating Dewey’s (1938:39, 42) theory of experiential learning, defines

such learning as a transactional engagement between the objective and subjective

conditions of experience:

“a molar concept describing the central process of human adaptation
to the social and physical environment.... It involves the integrated
Junctioning of the total organism - thinking, feeling, perceiving, and
behaving.”.

A distinguishing feature of transformative adult education for personal development 1s
that it starts from the basis of learners ‘here and now’ experience (Freire 1972). The
value, Hart (1990:47-73) argues, of experience, as a base for transformational learning,
1s that, in opening up new perspectives, new understandings of that experience are
discovered, thereby transforming personal frames of reference. Brah (cited in Edwards
and Usher 1998:167) defines experience

“not as an unmediated guide to ‘truth’ but as a practice of making

sense, both symbolically and narratively, as a struggle over material
conditions and meaning. ",
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Hart affirms personal experience as “the original source to be critically reflected
upon” In consciousness raising, a process, originating in the women’s movement, of
bringing experience into critical awareness. Women’s consciousness raising groups in
the 1970s, she states, made the connection between the ‘personal’ and the ‘political’ by
focusing on experience in a shared, dialogic learning situation. Noteworthy about these
experiences, she points out, is that they relate to issues of ordinary, everyday life such
as childhood, motherhood, work and, in particular, to gendered sexual experiences in
everyday relationships. Ryan (cited in Connolly, 1996:37) contends that consciousness
raising enables the learner to recognise the connections between her problems and

problems in the wider social and political spheres which require collective solutions.

Hart argues positively for the transposition of the consciousness raising process from
women'’s groups to the broader and more general domain of adult education. In the
context of the debate on the personal/political emphasis in transformative education,
Hart’s focus is firmly fixed on the political purpose of adult education for social action.
Nonetheless, echoing Freire, she notes the importance of learers’ articulation of
experience in transformative education, and of the need for educators to give their
stories appropriate space and attention, initially, without the “pressure to act or make
decisions”. Hart’s perspective on the importance of experience is situated within a
critique of the academic setting for its tendency towards abstraction and impersonal
modes of addressing issues. However, alert to the danger of “getting stuck in the
personal by focusing on the individual”, she asserts that a theoretical distance is vital
to ensure transformational learning. The difference between education and therapy,
she argues, is that education makes explicit, in the learning forum, theoretical
understandings of culture and power relations. In this regard, Hart, Ryan (1997b) and
Mayo (1999) are in agreement that it is the adult educator’s task to ensure that this
happens. Ryan further argues that, in the absence of theoretical understanding of
culture and power relations, the educational experience compounds the problem:
educational interventions are not neutral; they either enhance or diminish individual and

social well-being; and Inglis (1997), as has been shown, argues that without a
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theoretical understanding of culture and power relations, the educational expenence

cannot be ‘emancipatory’.

In keeping with Freire’s emphasis on the significance of ‘the word’ and ‘naming the
world’ for liberative learning, Hart perceives the articulation of experience as
transformative action; that is, by breaking the culture of silence about privatised and
occluded experience, including “areas of deep humiliation”, in a shared learning

group, the leamer’s understanding is structurally transformed at the moment of

understanding his or her life.

Brookfield (1990) confirms the importance of experiential learning in adult education,
advocating a ‘critical incident’ approach to transformative learning using personal
experience rather than approaching experience by way of formal texts. This 1s
important, he argues because learners have difficulty in engaging with personal
assumptive domains; yet, he contends, such engagement is a central task for personal
development. In making his case, Brookfield (1990:192) highlights the subversive

potential inherent in experiential adult education:

“...educators who foster transformative learning are rather like
psychological and cultural demolitions experts”;

a subversive or transgressive potential supported by Thompson (1996) and Inglis
(1997).

The process of identifying and questioning personal assumptive domains disrupts the
security of taken-for-granted presuppositions, Brookfield states, with the nsks
attendant on such a process of self-realisation. This is a radical, transgressive

Intervention, opening learners’ perceptions to alternative ways of thinking and living.

Brookfield (1998:127-142) reminds adult education that critical reflection 1s a
necessary dimension to experiential learning if it is to be transformative: that is, to

achieve “the illumination of power dynamics and the uncovering of hegemonic
assumptions about practice”. Critiquing the way experiential learning is held and

practised in adult education, he focuses on the educators rather than on learners by
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calling on adult educators to model critical reflection on their experiential practice.
This, he suggests, should be done by a) disclosing personal learning biographies, b)
engaging student and colleagues in critical feedback on personal teaching practice and
¢) by the study of theoretical literature from “situations outside our circle of

practice.” By so doing, he asserts, the dangers of educators making false assumptions

about experience will be minimised.

Hart (1998:187-200), however, concentrates on the benefits of experiential learning as
a process which elucidates subjugated knowledges from subjugated constituencies. She
refers, in particular, to marginalised groups in society and to topics which are excluded
from general discourse, for example, women’s experiences of life and child-rearing in
public housing. Such exclusion is not simply by virtue of their being unheard but
because the dominant discourses determine what will or will not be articulated.
Inclusive transformative experiential learning also “means developing a language” so
that subjugated knowledges may be elicited. This is a process requiring an empathic
identification with “the Other” and, conversely, an ‘external’ view of self, of personal
experience. Hart’s affirmation of transformative adult education as a means of

accessing subjugated knowledges is also reflected in Barr (1999; 1998).

Barr (1998), as shown earlier, cherishes the space that transformative adult education
can offer for enabling the democratic production of new knowledge; that 1s, in creating
enabling spaces for the sounding of unheard voices. Critical of adult education’s
affiliation with business and mainstream academia, a criticism shared by Thompson
(1996:19), Barr (1999:162, 163) focuses particularly on liberating ‘knowledge from
below’. Her primary aim is to ensure the generation of knowledge “located in
people’s real lives, histories and concerns” by those who are excluded and which is
useful to those who speak; that is to those who, otherwise, are silent and silenced.

“Really useful knowledge”, she concludes, is knowledge

“which enables an understanding of human experience, enhances self-

respect and helps people to deal critically and creatively with the
world in order to change it.”
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Hart’s and Barr’s positions are affirmed in Mayo (1999:147,148). Noting Freire’s

concern that learners’ experience be articulated and heard, Mayo interprets this as an

“...dffirmation of subjugated knowledge, for the purpose not of
‘colonisation’ but of collective emancipation.”

What 1s emerging from these texts is the importance of an approach to transformative
learning in adult education which seeks to facilitate the articulation of the occluded
‘things that matter’ in human experience, defined by those who experience them, in an
open, participative, dialogic, democratic learning environment committed to critical

awareness and reflection on those occluded ‘things that matter’, as a means of personal

and social transformation.

Such an approach draws attention to transformative learning for personal development
as a largely communicative learning process; that is, the emphasis is on collaborative
discourse rather than on imparting technical mastery. Mezirow (1990:8, 1991, 1996:9-
11), following Habermas (1978), distinguishes between instrumental learning and
communicative learning.  Instrumental learning is defined as a “learning to do”;
learning how to exercise “more effective control over the cause effect relationship to
improve performance”. Communicative learning, Mezirow (1990:8) defines *as
relating to values, relationship, judgement, affectivity, being and responding in relation

to others. It is concerned with learning the meaning of what others communicate. It

focuses on

“achieving coherence rather than exercising more effective control
over the cause-effect relationship to improve performance, as in
instrumental learning.”

Mezirow (1996:9-11) makes a connection between communicative and transformative
learning, describing the adult educator’s “indispensable” task as one which facilitates
learners in making their own meaning and value schemes rather than unquestioningly
accepting imposed interpretations of social reality: “This is what transformative
learning is about.” The capacity for rational and collaborative discourse is at the heart

of transformative learning, he asserts. By engaging in collaborative discourse,
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“distortions in communication due to differences in power and
influence are minimised. ",

Expenential, communicative, transformative learning for personal development must
be a holistic, coherent process (Kolb, 1993:139). ‘Achieving coherence’ is a “re-
membering” of the mind and body, states Michelson (1998:217-233), who warns of
the danger of an over-rationalistic approach to experiential adult learning. Michelson
challenges concepts of knowledge-practices which over-emphasise the role of
rattonality in cognition to the exclusion of the emotions and of the embodied state. A
more holistic learning perspective is specified as one which approaches knowledge “as

a product of an embodied social self-hood rather than of a disembodied mind”.

Critical of theories which over-identify rationality as the path to learning, and reflective

of Kolb (1993) and Hart (1990), cited above, Michelson (1998:228) asserts that

“the notion of learning devoid of emotional and sensate content and
the concomitant valorising of disinterested reason require a view of
public life that is itself both narrow and frightening.... The re-
membering of mind and body enables a very different knowing subject,

a being who remembers: a being of passion, thought, activity,
engagement, conflicts, and alliances”.

Taking up Edwards’ and Usher’s (1998) interpretative metaphor of ‘ocation’ and
‘(dis)location’ in the context of globalisation in the postmodern world, a context in
which women and men are obliged to grapple with multiple, mobile positions and
positionings in relation to class, race, gender, sexuality and age, Michelson asserts the
need of a knowing subject, self-located in the totality of his or her personal and
political embodied experience; a subject ‘re-membered’ and ‘located’ in a particular
human body and a particular social history. The body, she argues, is a “site of
learning”. Embodied knowledge makes visible such concerns for debate and
Interrogation as are overlooked or suppressed in dominant rational discourses, for
example, emotional and physical concerns. Michelson argues for a holistic adult
education which respects the integrity of the mental, physical, emotional and spiritual

dimensions of personal experience situated in particular socio-cultural contexts.
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In the contemporary context of internationalism and of the imperatives of the market
place which pressurises its servants, including education, and represses the socially

marginalised, West (1998:235-249), notwithstanding the insights of postmodernism,
argues the need for a holistic experiential adult learning which strengthens personal
identity and agency. A “holistic cultural psychology of human agency”, he states, is
necessary to support a learning which enables men and women hold themselves
creatively and safely in a competitive, fast-moving, fragmenting environment.
Experiential learning has become a “vital necessity” for a wide range of constituents
so that each may engage in “weaving a sense of coherent self”. Women and men need
now, more than ever, he argues, learning spaces in which to constitute a coherent

identity; in which emotional and critical literacy is accomplished and a “relaxed self-

realisation” facilitated.

The authors above show a concern that the whole person be addressed in
transformative adult education; that holistic transformative learning is inclusive of the
‘personal’ and the ‘political’, is experiential and communicative and seeks to make

visible subjugated knowledges impinging on the democratic well-being of individuals

and communities.

Personal sexuality: a personal developmental project

Mezirow and Gould argue that part of transformational education’s remit is the
facilitation of learners’ critical reflection on distortions in psychological meaning,
including on internal arbitrary constraints of childhood learning and the introjection of
parental prohibitions inhibiting adult development. These arguments are rooted in
psychoanalytic and developmental psychological theories.. A significant dimension of
these intra-psychic inhibitory processes is that many of them relate to personal sexual
development and, in addition, are the products of a socialisation process which
transmits social values to the individual. For a more in-depth consideration of these

Issues, it is necessary to draw on sources other than on those of adult education.
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Freud (1977:44) theorised that the process of psycho-sexual organisation takes place
on a continuum of health/pathology/neurosis, and is fundamental to the psychological
well-being, personal growth and effective functioning of the individual. This process
begins in infancy and continues throughout the life course; hence, the significance of

early childhood learning for adult development and experience.

A resistance to recognising the significance of sexuality, Freud stated, is a denial of
that which is important “in all human achievements”. Childhood experiences and

ambivalences relating to sexuality take root in the unconscious moulding both feelings

and behaviour throughout life (Brecher, 1972:87).

Psychosexual experience in infancy, childhood and adolescence, Freud asserts,
particularly as it is mediated within family/parental relationships, is critical in terms of
its effects on the construction of the adult’s self-concept, identity and on his or her
capability for adult relationships of intimacy. Repression, as an intra-psychic
mechanism “fo banish unpleasant memories from consciousness and make them
relatively inaccessible” (Storr, 1989:12,13), is engaged defensively to marginalise or
bury those aspects of experience, in particular sexual experience, which constitute the
material of inhibiting, arbitrary, internal constraints preventing personal development;
such psychological constraints as are referenced by Gould (1978; 1990) and Mezirow
(1985; 1990; 1991) in relation to transformative learning. Personal psycho-sexual well-

being, these authors argue, is achieved through individual adult reflexivity.

The distinguishing feature of Freudian psychoanalytic theories of personal growth and
development, Coward (1983) states, is that they centre-stage sexuality, reproduction,
and the assumed distinctions between women and men as subjects for interrogation.
Additionally, they form the basis from which further refinements in psychoanalytic

theorising is developed.
The concept of personal development underpins psychoanalytic and psychological

thought. For example, Maslow’s (1968) theory of self-actualisation and Jung’s theory
of individuation (Fordham, 1953) conceptualises the individual as incrementally
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progressing towards the achievement of personal fulfilment. Whereas Freud focused on
the father-child relationship as central to the child’s psychic development, Chodorow
(1978; 1990) proposes a psychoanalytic view of personal growth which shifts the
Freudian emphasis on the father-child relationship to the mother-child one. Chodorow
argues the primacy of the mother-child relationship. It is the negotiation of this
primary emotional bond, she states, that influences how well boys and girls develop
healthy relational sexual identities. The level of progress in personal development, from
a psychological perspective, is perceived as relating largely to the level of intra-
psychical autonomy achieved by the individual and, in addition, Chodorow and Gilligan

(1982) argue, a capacity for emotional interdependence.

In his seminal work, Childhood and Society, Erikson (1965:255-259) maps stages of
personal development spanning the life-cycle. Building on and alongside Freud’s
theores of psychosexual development, Erikson posits eight significant stages of human
life, commencing at birth and ending in old age. Each stage presents the individual
with particular growth opportunities through the accomplishment of psycho-social
tasks appropriate to that stage. Erikson’s theory of personal development provides for
the possibility of rectifying the deficits of growth in any of the previous stages 1n
subsequent ones. These stages of development apply across the range of normal

human experience and are not confined to a pathological context.

The achievement of the capacity for intimacy and satisfying genitality is defined by
Erikson as an important adult developmental task for personal and social well-being.
Intimacy, he asserts, is the antithesis of isolating alienation in a relational existence. A
primary requirement for the exercise of intimacy is the development of a reasonable
level of self-esteem and trust. The capacity for intimacy, Erikson argues, enables the
individual to tolerate difference and to bring a judicious perspective to the world.
Moreover, the capacity for intimacy, “in the meeting of bodies and minds”, enables
the development of qualities of care which extend beyond the immediate concerns of
self to embrace a wider constituency. A connection can be made between the

development of this personal capacity and the personal development of wider, more

32



open, differentiated and inclusive ways of seeing the world, as characterised in

transformative learning.

Gould (1978), following Erikson, emphasises the importance of addressing residual
“demonic angers” of childhood consciousness as a function of adult growth and
development. These angers, he argues, result from the pain and disappointment of
denial of the child’s felt needs and wants. Carried over into adulthood, such residual
angers, 1f unaddressed, limit love relationships and inhibit the full realisation of talents.
The stress Gould places on early childhood learning is reflective of Erikson’s
(1965:393] critique of “the makers and interpreters of history” who “ignore the
Jateful function of childhood in society”. Gould argues that the task of taking adult

ownership of one’s body and sexuality is an important developmental task.

Enkson’s perspective on personal development is shared by Levinson (1978:323, 327),
although Levinson’s approach differs somewhat. While Erikson’s primary emphasis is
on intra-personal development, Levinson’s focus “gives equal consideration to self
and world as aspects of lived life”: to the interdependence and interaction of the
biological, psychological and social dimensions of personal development. In his study
of men’s psychological development, he underlines the capacity for intimacy and

constructive sexual relating as one of five challenging components having significance

in a man’s life and growth.

The authors above are consistent in stressing the need for adults to resolve distortions
in meaning acquired in childhood and adolescence for their own personal development
and for the development of their children and society; that is, the need to achieve an
adult consciousness in order to contribute to the evolution of values and standards in

their children and in society.

The judicious perspective which enables the individual distinguish appropriately
between competition and collaboration and between “the competitive encounter and

the sexual embrace” (Erikson, 1965:256) is central, Clulow and Mattinson (1989:21-

24) confirm, to sustaining intimate sexual partnerships. Society is built, they state, on
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the relative stability of such partnerships. But, they conclude, a couple’s successful
achievement of sustained intimate relating requires a communicative competence. This
includes the ability to question previously held assumptions and to negotiate personal

and relational expectations; in other words, the transformative relational skill of

critical reflection and communicative discourse.

However, elucidating on the role of intimacy in personal development, Masters,
Johnson and Kolodny (1992:310-320) point out that its achievement is problematic;
there 1s little support, they state, for the development of intimacy. This lack of
support, they indicate, is evidenced in the widespread breakdown of intimate

partnerships and in the number of couples seeking counselling.

From a psychoanalytic and psychological perspective, personal development, which
includes personal sexuality and the capacity for intimate relations, is an adult
problematic rooted in and governed by early learning. ‘Unacceptable’ sexual aspects
of experience are intra-psychically censored and silenced, but not eliminated. The
effects of repressed sexual experience return disguised and in distorted form to
influence psycho-social relations. The ability to sustain intimate relationships is a vital

aspect of psycho-social development.

Psychological theories can be described as pre-moral in that their starting points are

from a position of accepting humanity as it presents itself. Within this frame of
reference, a scientific/objective stance is adopted towards reality. These theories do

not deconstruct society and culture in the way that they deconstruct the psyche.

Foucault’s (1978) analysis of sexuality centre-stages culture as the arbiter of personal
sexual experience. The ordinary individual, according to Foucault (cited in Kearney,
1986:296,297), is objectivized, becoming “divided inside himself or divided from

others” through a subjugation to sexuality.

The historical portrayal of the cultural repression of sexuality, largely conformed to by

Freud and by psychoanalysis, argues Foucault (1978:3,11,3), is simply a strategy for
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the proliferation of sexual discourses; discourses which actually produce sexuality.

Sexual discourses have been sequestered by professional and institutional interests, for
example, by religion and science, which have secured to themselves and exercise an
authority as ‘masters’ of sexuality. Sex, sexual preferences, behaviours, relations and
identities are examined, sorted, classified, tagged, catalogued, ordered and regulated.
Individuals are induced to collaborate in this enterprise, impressed of the need to
‘confess all’ to the priest, the doctor or the psycho-analyst, in search of their ‘true’
selves. By these processes, Foucault asserts, sexuality itself is produced. The
exponential expansion of sexual discourses increases the variety of domains in which

“spirals of power, resistance and pleasure” interact and support each other in a

circulating search for knowledge/truth.

This search for knowledge, claims Foucault, is not aimed at sexual liberation, its
function is intimately concerned with the exercise of power. Desire for sex is a central
strategy engaged by the deployment of sexuality, whereby the individual is deceived
into the belief that, by seeking to assuage that desire, that is, by the pursuit of

knowledge, intellectual capture and exposition of sex, he or she is liberated.

The ‘pursuit of truth’, Foucault argues, is a mechanism whereby bodies are managed
and controlled and populations are regulated: anatamo-politics. The ‘docile body’
(Foucault, 1979) submits to the admonishments and requirements of multiple

disciplining professional and institutional discourses to the point at which such controls

are internalised: the subject monitors itself;

Foucault’s theoretical contribution to the understanding of sexuality is important. It
asserts the sociological/political in addition to the psychological dimensions of
sexuality; that is, it asserts the social construction of sexuality and the operation of
power and resistance within this dimension of human experience. Martin (1988:7)
holds that Foucault’s study of sexuality is, in reality, a history of sexual discourses in

which the deployment of fundamental power relations are shown to support

hierarchical structures in western society.
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Bartowski (1988:43-58) argues for a theory of discursive power relations which shows
greater cognisance of the embodied, gendered, sexual subject than is evident In
Foucault’s work. Affirming the reality of sexual repression, as does Giddens (1992),
Bartowski seeks to break the paradoxical discursive silence she finds in Foucault’s
theorisation: that is, to hear the voices of those who speak. She notes that the
recipients of sexual stories, the professional listeners, dominate the arena; they
repressively dictate, by their approval or disapproval, what may or may not be sexually
permitted. Bartowski wants to know who exactly are the speakers, who are the

listeners, and who benefits from the discourses.

The value of Foucault’s history of theories, including his theory of sexual discourses,
Sawicki (1988:177-191) and Faith (1994:36-63) hold, is that it is a liberatory
enterprise; it shows the contingency of theories, thereby enabling a liberation from
them. Drawing on Foucault, Faith argues for theorising discursive power relations as
profoundly gendered, and as they relate to women’s bodies. Taking up Foucault’s
concept of resistance as the process whereby dominant discourses are challenged, she
argues for the practice of resistance in dismantling gendered sexual oppression.
Resistance is fundamental to the struggle for a transformed, caring, inclusive,
democratic society; it “is itself an exercise of power, as a projection of alternative
truths”. Optimistic for the future, she calls for the continued search for and practice of

strategies which resist dominant inequitable gendered discourses.

Faith envisions a better future; one in which “subjugated groups find their voices and
insurrect or generate their knowledges”. Such knowledges relate to issues within the
domain of intimate sexual relations, for example, issues of sexual violence and

pornography, or in what Connell (1995:71) terms “the reproductive arena”.

The domain of intimate sexual relations, Giddens (1991; 1992) argues, is currently
being transformed. While agreeing with Foucault that sexuality is a “social construct,
operating within fields of power, Giddens (1992:23,27,181) theorises the construct

differently, refuting Foucault’s interpretation of the repressive hypothesis. ‘Sexuality’,

he argues, emerged when sex and reproduction were separated out from each other.
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Changes in reproductive practices (contraception and extra-coital reproduction), he
asserts, are responsible for a radical change in sexual relations and intimacy. These
changes herald the emergence of ‘plastic sexuality’; that is sexuality “severed from its
age-old integration with reproduction, kinship and the generations”. Giddens
concludes that sexual repression is a “matter of social sequestration coupled to gender
power”. An example of this is evident in Ryan (1997a), whose case study research
shows that children and those who teach them are positioned within discourses of

sexuality in ways which remain inimical to both sexes.

According to these authors above, ‘breaking the silence’ in sexual discourses and
reclaiming the subject and subjugated sexual knowledges is an important step in

breaking the oppressive hegemonic gendered code.

As indicated earlier, psychoanalysis enables a hermeneutic of personal sexual
development via an interpretation of the individual’s intra-psychical and inter-personal

experniences effected throughout the life course in a particular socio-cultural milieu.

Discourse analysis offers a method for examining how knowledge and power are
sequestered by discourses which construct meaning and invite resistance as well as

ordering compliance. It offers a way of understanding personal sexuality as socially

engineered by dominant practices.

Dominant practices in relation to sexuality are gendered practices. A number of
feminist theories point to a pivotal dimension of the socio-cultural context in which
personal sexuality is experienced; that is, to the patriarchal relations underpinning
sexual knowledges and practices. Feminist theories start from a recognition of
oppression: their starting point is not from simple facts as they might be perceived but
from the reality of lived human experience, that is, of gendered oppression which
benefits men through the exploitation of women. In this, feminist theories begin from
an overtly moral, rather than from a premoral, starting point. As indicated earlier,

sexuality comprises a central site for the investigation of oppressive gender relations.
Walby (1990:121) states:
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“Sexuality is a discourse...which exists outside individuals, as well as
being constituted by the action of individuals.... not a private matter

10 be explained in terms of individual preference or psychological
processes fixed in infancy but rather it is socially organised and
critically structured by gender inequality within patriarchy”.

Feminism, Coward (1983:3) asserts, “has revealed the black holes in theories of
sexuality”. The patriarchal context is changing, she argues, because of changes in the
laws of property ownership and because, in developed countries, production is no
longer dependent on coherent family units. Continuing sexual subordination of
women, she states, depends on ideologically constructed essentialist concepts of
women’s sexual identity. The issue of sexual identity, its construction and eftects on
women’s “lived, subjective experiences of sexuality” must be interrogated, she argues,

if sexual subordination is to be overcome.

Turmer (1984:156) agrees with Coward that male dominance is now largely
unsupported by discriminatory constraints on women, arguing that capitalism has
undermined the traditional household on which traditional patriarchy is dependent. He
defines oppressive gendered sexual relations as “patristic”, that is, as defensive
patriarchal type reactions in support of male domination which is now substituting for
traditional patriarchy: “..a culture of discriminatory, prejudicial and paternalistic
beliefs about the inferiority of women”. There is, he asserts, an increase in sexual
conflict “as a result of defensive patrism and offensive feminism” as men continue to
attempt to regulate women who are challenging patriarchal and patristic oppression.
Martin (1988:16), however, warns against dismissing the significance of concepts of
patniarchy and oppression and the contribution made by radical feminists, in spite of
the essentialist or universalist dimensions ascribed to their theorisations. Such
concepts, even if fictional, she argues, allow feminists space for interpretation and
speaking liberation. While some authors do critique radical feminism because of its
essentialist approach to gendered sexual relations, for example, Walby (1990:118-
122), Tong (1989:142,143) and Ryan (1997), they, like Martin, nonetheless affirm
radical feminism’s identification of patriarchal relations as the primary source of

women’s sexual oppression.
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Examples of oppressive gendered sexual power relations are identified in religion
(Inglis, 1997), science (Jacobus, Fox Keller and Shuttleworth, 1990), economics
(Rowbotham, 1973; Segal, 1987, Walby, 1990), education (Ryan, 1997a), law
(MacKinnon,1990:213-225) and media (Faith, 1994).

Although Walby (1990:126) indicates that some women and men are resisting
oppressive elements of patriarchal sexual relations, for example, in attaining access to
birth control, nonetheless, personal sexual development must not be assumed as an
‘equal opportunity’. In the unequal socio-cultural context of patriarchal hegemony,
French (1994) asserts, women are valued as less than men, and women are controlled
by men through gendered sexual power relations. However, Connell (1995) and

Kimmel (1997) argue that gendered sexual power relations are also a basis for men’s

oppression.

Oppressive gendered power relations can be identified in many, if not all, aspects of
personal sexuality. It is intended here to indicate a number of the arguments relating to
such oppressive relations. These arguments centre on the issues of sexual self-image
and esteem, heterosexuality, sexual preferences and desire, fertility and reproduction,
child-rearing, and sexual abuse and violence (Tong, 1989; Lowe and Lowe Benston,
1991). Additionally, the socio-cultural context in relation to sexuality will be
addressed. The findings from prior research, indicated in Chapter One, suggest that
these issues are significant in terms of personal sexual development and the workings
of relationships of intimacy. In this sense, the literature and the arguments reviewed

are contextual rather than complete; they are representative of the depth and breadth

rather than the detail of general debate.

A site of power relations with oppressive dimensions is to be found in idealised media
representations of women, with consequent influences on self-perception and sexual
self-esteem. This is significant, Berger (1972) argues, in that socio-culturally projected

Idealised portrayals of women and men form benchmarks for beauty and behaviour

against which people, consciously or unconsciously, measure themselves and each
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women. Women, he concludes, having been taught from childhood to watch
themselves and to see themselves being watched, introject the culturally constructed

representations which show them as helpless objects of men’s power and desire.

Rowbotham (1973:110,112,113) points out that the portrayal of women in advertising
and the media is male defined, constructed to represent men’s sexual fantasies rather
than women’s realities. Furthermore, she asserts, such representations oppressively
commodify women as sexual objects: “in order to sell commodities, women are
themselves reduced to commodities”, and sexuality is commodified. Rowbotham’s

theme of women’s exploitation in media representations and advertising 1s supported
by Williamson (1978) and Warner (1985).

Bordo (1990:102, 1993) shows how gendered power is deployed through the control
of bodies. This is achieved, she asserts, by media representations of, for example,
slimness, fitness and desirability, which are introjected by women. There is a relation,
she argues, between representations of androgynous women’s bodies and the control

of women’s desire; desire which, she asserts, is threatening to patriarchy. Women are

“more tyrannised by the contemporary slenderness ideal than men, as
they typically have been by beauty ideals in general”.

Bordo’s recognition of bodily exploitation is supported by Shilling (1993:7,33) who

argues that, in an increasingly complex world, feelings of impotence direct attention to
that which can be controlled: “at least one can have some effect on the size, shape and
appearance of one’s body”. Shilling notes that surveys indicate that a substantial
number of children as young as nine years of age are unhappy about the shape of their
bodies. In addition, he states, men’s bodies are coming under pressure to conform to

idealised images, for example, “the muscular mesomorph”.

Wolf (1991) argues that ‘the beauty myth’ economy is the profound contemporary
expression of oppressive patriarchal relations. Vested commercial interests, she argues,
persuade women of the need to conform to prescribed images; men are persuaded that

such images constitute beauty in women. This is turn, she argues, persuades women to
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consume products, from cosmetics to surgery, in the pursuit of beauty. The
eroticisation of values in media imagery of women, maintains Wolf, is a way of
instilling values. Women come to know themselves, she states, as they are depicted,
they come to desire to become how they see themselves so depicted; they incorporate
those images as idealised versions of themselves. Wolf makes the case that “the
beauty myth” reaches deeply into the heart of sexual relations, inhibiting the intimacy
that can exist between women and between women and men. This inhibition of
intimacy is taken up by Pinkola Estes (1992:201-204) who argues that socio-culturally
promoted valuations of women’s bodies alienate many women from their own bodies
and from those of preceding and following generations of kinsfolk. These valuations

deprive women, she states, of self-confidence; such women base their worth on how

they look rather than who they are.

Another site for interrogation in sexual power relations pertains to heterosexuality and
the construction of sexual desire. Heterosexuality, according to Tong (1989:109-111)
reflecting Millett (1977), may be viewed as the socialisation of desire in support of
patriarchal relations and gender inequality; within heterosexual relations, men dominate
sexually and women submit. Violence, pornography, sexual abuse and exploitation, she
. explains, are outcomes of this construction of heterosexuality. In the ‘normalisation’ of
heterosexuality as it is experienced, Rich (1980) asserts, a compulsory form of sexual
relating has been constructed. Compulsory heterosexuality, she argues, is oppressive
in that it prevents women from discovering same-sex intimacy, makes them vulnerable

to male violence in myriad forms, and renders lesbian relations extraordinary and

vulnerable to exclusive social practices.

Kitzinger (1994) makes the case that gendered power relations determine the actual
constitution of sexual desire and pleasure and how it is personally experienced. In a
culture dominated by men’s thought and behaviours (Tong,1989), the eroticisation of
dominance and submission (MacKinnon 1993) together with the eroticisation of
women’s powerlessness, Kitzinger argues, contribute to the ‘normalisation’ of

heterosexuality to the detriment of women’s development of their own sexual desires.
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Walby (1990:21,109-127) is supportive of radical feminist perspectives on oppressive
patriarchal sexual relations. However, she makes the case that changes, both positive
and negative, have taken place in these relations; in particular, she argues, the form of
control of women’s sexuality has moved from the strictness of the private sphere into
the greater freedom of the public sphere. What is unchanged, she states, is the
continuing fact of “compulsory heterosexuality and the “sexual double standard” in

patriarchal sexual relations.

Women are not alone in suffering from the social construction of heterosexuality.
Connell (1995:78,230) makes the case that the social construction of heterosexuality is
also detrimental to men’s sexual development and relationships: for example,
homosexual men are positioned at “the bottom of the gender hierarchy,...a repository
Jor whatever is expelled from hegemonic masculinity”. The pursuit of social justice,

Connell argues, will involve putting an end to

“the stigma of sexual difference and the imposition of heterosexuality

and restructuring heterosexuality on the basis of reciprocity not
hierarchy.”

In this statement, Connell reflects Segal’s (1987, 1994) and Jackson’s (1996) call for a
feminist approach to sexuality which is inclusive rather than exclusive of heterosexual

preference and pleasure, and which would lead to a transformation of gender relations.

A socially constructed heterosexuality, Jackson asserts, can be problematised,

challenged and changed.

Fertility and reproduction is considered to be a site of gendered power relations with

wide application. Vickers (1994:188-191) and Fahy, Fitzgerald and Maitre (1998)
point to the significance of fertility and reproduction as a central focus for
demographic, institutional, economic and commercial interests. Eschen and Whittaker
(1993:107,108) and Fernandez-Armesto, (1995:697-699) draw attention to certain
international agencies’ concern with the world’s ability to cope with an exponential,
global population explosion. Fertility is also a focus of personal interest. Barry
(1998:362,363) points out, for example, that today in a western cultural context
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couples may seek to realise their fertile potential on very few occasions in an extended

fertile life-span.

Women’s role in reproduction was perceived by Firestone (1970) as a site of gendered
oppression to be resolved by its substitution with technologically assisted reproductive
practices. However, Rowland (cited in Tong, 1989:83,83) takes issue with Firestone,
arguing that acquiescence to such a substitution cuts women off from the “affirming
power women exert in bringing new life into the world”. Thirty years after Firestone,
when reproductive technology has advanced to the point that it actually can intervene
substantially in reproduction, the issue for many feminists is not one of eliminating
women’s biological role in reproduction by yielding it to science and technology, Tong
(1989:3) states, but of ensuring that women take control of their reproductive
potential. Men’s exclusion, by virtue of their sex, from enjoying women’s
reproductive power, she notes, is said to be the cause of the proliferation of
reproductive technologies. In this view, reproductive technologies are a form of

backlash against women (Dworkin, Corea, cited in Tong, 1989:82-84; Rowland,
1984).

Technology and medical practices combine to exercise psycho-cultural power in the
reproductive domain. Capra, (1983:158,159) holds that the historical mechanistic view
of health held by orthodox medical professionals encourages patriarchal, hierarchical
attitudes in male doctors towards women patients and women doctors. Rutter and
Rutter (1993:289, 303-305) point out that the clinical impersonality of medical
Interventions in infertility treatments, a process, they state, in which the person
becomes “a patient”, is accompanied by a psychological challenge to the couple’s
relationship. The greatest stress, they note, is caused by the clinician’s control of the
couple’s intimate relations and “of making sex into a mechanical procedure”. This
confirms Masters, Johnson and Kolodny’s (1992:136) account of medical interventions
In infertility investigations. Ryan (1997:255-265) argues that science and medicine,

through “the masculinization of childbirth” and the practice of obstetrics and

gynaecology, have gained an oppressive purchase on personal sexuality and the body.
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Fertility is a key domain of oppressive sexual power relations exercised by individuals,
couples, institutions, and global interests, concludes Vickers (1994:188-191). Such
power relations, she holds, are engaged either minimally or maximally with the control
of reproductive or non-reproductive outcomes of the sexual encounter. The
importance of this domain in terms of oppressive relations is highlighted by Heise
(1993) in the recognition that socio-cultural values and attitudes may be the

determinants of whether a child of a particular sex is allowed to live or not.

In 1dentifying critical aspects of oppressive relations, Rich (cited in Tong, 1989:90)
moves the debate from child bearing to child rearing, arguing that women’s control of
reproduction will not solve the issue of gender oppression. Rich’s argument is that the
institution of motherhood is oppressive rather than motherhood itself. “As long as
women and women only are the nurturers of children... and as long as society itself is
patriarchal...”, she asserts, the gendered division of the affective domain of a “public
‘male world’ separate from the private ‘female’ world of the affections” will militate
against gender equality. Segal (1987), however, warns against generalisations,
pointing out that when men’s specific situations are examined, they do not necessarily
conform to the stereotype. Men, as well as women, she notes, can be caring nurturers

and enjoy parenting their children.

Responding to the issue of gender inequity in child-rearing, Seidler (1988:272,302)
maintains that the role of fathers in child-rearing requires a new form of learning for
men; a learning freed from the culturally oppressive constraints on men in the past.
The model of father traditionally promulgated, he argues, is that of the withdrawn,
rational, authority figure, not one of emotional engagement and nurture. Breaking
with the intergenerational role model of fathering is challenging, he states, because it
requires a quite different male self-concept. He points out that the adoption of an
emotionally nurturant child-rearing role requires a shift from men’s culturally inscribed
assumption of male superiority, by virtue of their rationality and related instrumental

identity, to an affective and interdependent way of relating. This form of

communicative fathering and shared parenting, with a view to achieving a qualitative
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relationship with their children, Seidler concludes, requires that men recognise and

internalise the values of intimacy and relationship.

The significance of women’s role in rearing and educating children and the
sequestration of intimacy to a privatised women’s world of mothering is echoed in
Rhode (1990:211). Rhode supports the view that fathers have an important role to
play in child-rearing. Reflecting on the issue of dependent care, including childcare,
freedom from oppressive relations, she argues, requires policies and working structures
which are sex neutral. The issue is not how society supports women’s biological role,
Rhode asserts, but of changing “how highly [society] values intimate human

relationships and the care-related obligations that such relationships impose. ™

In order to achieve such social transformation with regard to gender inequity in
general, including as it relates to women’s and men’s role in parenting and childcare,
Kerfoot and Knights (1994:75,76) argue that there is a need to move beyond seeking
“totalizing explanations of complex social processes” and fusions of sex and category
as is evidenced in “women/children/home” and “men/job/work”; such explanations
should be interrogated in a manner which “renders power, gender and sexuality open
to critical reflection and re-examination”, Kerfoot and Knights’ argument can be
linked with Brookfield’s (1987:227) observation on child-rearing: he recognises the
difficulty of breaking the intergenerational pattern of parenting but also advocates

critical reflection as a means to intervening in ‘taken-for-granted’ parenting patterns.

Sexual abuse and violence within the family is held by some authors to be the extreme
form of oppressive power relations. Connell (1994:148), drawing from Foucault
(1978), asserts that the state itself is, at the same time, both a historical and political
construction and consequence of oppressive gender relations. Institutions within the
state, he argues, such as the family, constitute a gendered power domain in which
women are subjected to “a socially legitimated use of force”. While the state is not
the only structure of oppression, it is exceptional, Connell argues, in the extent and

depth to which it can impose gendered power relations, although it does invite “the

counter mobilisation of power” at times.
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The exercise of ‘institutionally protected’ patriarchal power in the family is evidenced
in the high level of sexual violence and abuse practised by fathers and male kin, and by
those who substitute for male kin, on children and women, assert Ward (1984) and
Parks (1990). This exercise of abusive power relations is hidden, Jacobs (1994:11)
states, due to the “resounding silence of the incest taboo”. She concludes, from a
study of women incestuously abused in childhood, that incest is the “most extreme
Jorm of the sexual objectification of the female child in patriarchal culture”.
Drawing from object relations theory and the development of the personality (Klein,
1928; Winnicott, 1974), she argues that not alone does incest violate personal
boundaries and the child’s right to her own body, but it also destroys the mother-
daughter bond; the daughter’s primary attachment to her role model (Chodorow, 1978,

1990) 1s broken with consequent effects on the development of her personality.

Brownmiller (1976) argues that hierarchical, patriarchal structures provide a context in
which rape and sexual violence is not just hidden but also facilitated. The myth of the
‘stranger rape’, she contends, maintains rape as ‘male-power-over-women’ within the
domestic and familiar setting. A far-reaching effect of this, asserts Brownmiller,
confirmed by the findings of McCullagh (1996:110), is that women cannot enjoy
similar freedom to men, even in the most routine and simple aspect of everyday living.
Moreover, child sexual abuse, Brownmiller states, is a paradigm of patriarchal,

authoritarian, sexual domination representative of male ownership of women and
children.

Jacobs (1994:136), in delineating a recovery pattern from child sexual abuse, cites
Dinsmore (1991); this pattern begins with introspection, followed by naming and
working through feelings, and moves to subsequent action. This is somewhat
reflective of Mezirow’s (1985; 1990) theory of perspective transformation, although
Dinsmore is not explicit about reflection on the relationship between experience and

theoretical understandings of coercive sex and abuse.
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Whereas Brownmiller holds that all men are potential rapists, McCullagh (1996)
contests this perspective as being unhelpful. Even if there were full reporting of rape
and a broader interpretation of what constitutes rape, he argues, “it still is a minority
of men who rape”. The sexist cultural prescription of ‘real manhood’, he indicates,
with its emphasis on dominance, independence and aggression, supported by
oppressive “techniques of neutralisation and the operation of the legal system” and
the socialisation of women, facilitates sexual violence. O’Connor (1996:158,159)
develops the theme of gendered inequity in the way the law functions in relation to
sexual violence noting how “the operation of the legal system” re-victimises those
who have been abused. Commenting on the difficulties encountered by victims of

sexual violence, he adverts to the fact that there are “hidden victims whose stories are

seldom told”.

The intimacy of family relationships as a site of oppressive power relations is
recognised by hooks (1990:187). She acknowledges the ubiquity and particularity of

domination and subjugation within the private sphere of the family:

“Unlike other forms of domination, sexism directly shapes and
determines relations of power in our private lives, in familiar social

spaces, in the most intimate context - home - and in that most intimate
sphere of relations - family....”.

However, she cautions against a universalist, negative interpretation of the family:

“Even though family relations may be, and most often are, informed
by acceptance of a politic of domination, they are simultaneously
relations of care and connection. It is this convergence of two

contradictory impulses - the urge to promote growth and the urge to

inhibit growth - that provides a practical setting for feminist critique,
resistance, and transformation. ”

Feminism’s exposure of oppressive patriarchal relations, and the destabilisation of
traditional privileged gendered roles in the workplace, Rutherford (1988) explains, has
precipitated some men into reactionary mode, for example, by participation in the

mytho-poetic movement. Brod (1994:88,89) concludes that this movement is
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regressive in its gendered, separatist stance. Consciousness-raising men’s groups and
men’s therapy groups, while partly motivated by feminisms’ challenges to patnarchal
relations, Kaufman (1994) and Kimmel (1997) point out, also give expression to the
privilege of some groups of men over other groups of men. However, they argue, men
are genuinely seeking new ways of meaning, albeit frequently mistakenly, by retreating
from feminism. Additionally, Kaufman (1994:148) makes the point that the price of

gender privilege is high in that it involves the

“suppression of a range of emotions, needs and possibilities, such as
nurturing, receptivity, empathy, and compassion, which are
experienced as inconsistent with the power of manhood.”

Feminism, Kimmel (1997) concludes, has changed the balance between men'’s
experience of power and their experience of pain, thereby empowering their pain to
make its voice heard. This, he states, is resulting in a significant number of men joining
in the work of gender transformation. However, Hondagnew-Sotelo and Messner
(1997) warn, a men’s movement born out of the confusion and threat experienced by
men in a changing society, the purpose of which is to compensate for and counteract
the women’s movement, will not initiate an emancipatory process. Rather, they state,
it may result in greater alienation between the sexes and contribute further to

copperfastening those elites in society which benefit from a maintenance of such

alienation.

Cultural context of research participants’ sexual learning

As indicated earlier, the socio-cultural context in which the fieldwork was conducted is
one in which religious moral teaching about sexuality has had a significant impact. In
the Republic of Ireland, approximately ninety percent of the population describe
themselves as affiliated to the Roman Catholic Church, whether or not they engage in
religious practice. Church teaching about sexual morality is based on the concept of
the monogamous contract, according to the Catholic Catechism (Roman Catholic

Church, 1992:499-513). It prohibits genital sexual expression other than vaginal sexual
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intercourse within marriage; birth regulation other than in defined circumstances by
means of natural family planning; assisted reproduction other than that which aids the
process of conception through sexual intercourse; abortion; divorce with remarriage.
Church teaching contends that personal failure to comply with its moral teachings on
any of these issues may constitute grave sin. It is within this institutional religious

context that a majority of the participants of the study learned about personal sexuality.

On a world-wide basis, Parrinder (1980) and Brown (1990:446,447) point out that the
sexual moral teaching of the Roman Catholic Church has historical roots in the

promulgation of sexual restraint and sexual abstinence as preferred human values. This

preference, Brown asserts, still lingers.

The last three decades or more of the twentieth century have proved to be a watershed
for the relationship between the institutional Roman Catholic Church in Ireland and its
members, in particular in relation to issues of sexuality (Inglis, 1997). For example,
the Second Vatican Council took place between nineteen sixty two and nineteen sixty
five. This led to a liberalisation of many religious practices and engendered
expectations of further liberalisation in sexual moral orthodoxy. The encyclical letter
Humanae Vitae, a re-assertion of traditional, conservative teaching on birth control,
was issued in nineteen sixty eight. This led many lay-people, priests and theologians to
leave the Church in protest. In the nineteen nineties, sexual scandals relating to a

number of clerics, religious, and Church institutions challenged the credibility of

orthodox Church teaching on sexual morality.

Dominian (1971), a Catholic lay scholar, perceived the Roman Catholic Church,
world-wide, as having evolved a moral approach to sexuality which might be described
as informed by the concept of ‘original sin’ rather than ‘original blessing’. While
supportive of Catholicism and of the moral values in general which the Church teaches

about relationships of intimacy, he, nonetheless, argued that there was a need for a
more open and understanding Church, receptive to being informed by lay expenience

on matters related to personal sexuality.
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Fagan (1978:91) supported Dominian’s call for the inclusion of voices of experience in
deliberations related to sexual morality. Morality, traditionally, he stated, had been
oppressively equated with sexuality; and, furthermore, the understanding of sexuality
has been predominantly negative. Noting the radical developments in knowledge
about sexuality and human development in recent times, he argued the need to bring
this knowledge and the knowledge of expenience together in any formulation of sexual
morality. Excessive moralism, that is, “fo teach morality by decree”, as practised by
pastors, parents and teachers, he maintained, has been responsible for much of the
negativity still pertaining to sexual morality. The pessimistic bias about sexuality and
the historical anti-feminism assumptions and practices within the Church, he argued,

militates against women and men in terms of their personal development and well-

being and their relationships of intimacy.

In the 1990’s, little has changed in the institutional Church’s structure and teaching on
sexual morality, although many theologians and pastors have argued for change of
emphasis or of teaching, for example, Reidy (1990) and Kelly (1998); and certain
agencies of the Church are, anecdotally, held to mediate a sympathetic interpretation of
Church teaching in their pastoral practices. However, much has changed in Ireland in
the secular sphere with regard to law, sexual practices, and the socio-economic
environment (Inglis, 1997). For example, contraception, divorce, homosexual
relations, and the right to information about abortion have been legalised. These
changes have implications for the culture of sexual morality within relationships of
intimacy. In addition, women’s voices are gathering momentum in their critique of the

institutional Church.

Schneiders (1991) takes up the theme of anti-feminism within the institutional Church.
From a feminist theological perspective, she describes the Church as the most
patriarchal and hierarchical structure in Western society. As an institution with
responsibility to and for both male and female members, she points out, its regulatory
authority is held entirely and exclusively by men. Decisions related to intimate sexual

relations, for example, to birth control, she notes, are handed down by a male celibate
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elite. Moreover, the emphasis in confessional practice on issues of personal sexuality

is considered by some, she states, to be tantamount to psychological abuse.

Kelly (1998:39) recognises distortions in the Church’s position in relation to moral
issues, to lay people in general and to women in particular. A key contribution to a
flawed sexual ethic, he argues, is made by the Church’s refusal to acknowledge “the
evil of patriarchy down through the ages” which systematically oppresses women. He
calls for women’s contributions to moral tHeology as a necessary element in the
composure of a “wise and loving” theology and Church. Recognising the embodied,
interdependency of human relations, he asserts that distortions in women’s experience

leads to distortions in men’s experience also.

While Whyte (1971), nearly thirty years previously, argued that the Church and State
were separate in the conduct of their business, Inglis (1997) shows that a historical
symbiotic relationship existed between the Roman Catholic Church and the Insh State;
a relationship which extended to include the political, economic, educational, health,
social welfare and media spheres. In particular, in relation to issues of sexual morality,
he argues, the institutions of Church and State were at one in the enforcement of a
conservative sexual ethic. This sexual conservatism is exemplified by Courtney
(1987:33) who describes how homosexual acts between consenting adults were held to
be illegal in criminal law;> husbands could take an action for criminal conversation
against men with whom their wives had committed adultery; divorce was forbidden;

artificial methods of family planning were wholly illegal prior to 1979; state legislation

on issues of sexuality reflected the Church’s position on sexual morality.

The enforcement of a strict sexual ethic, Inglis shows, was attained through the
Church’s control of education and of the family. The establishment of a power alliance
between the priest and the mother of the family, he argues, was central to the
achievement of such control. Through this alliance, mothers were encouraged and

supported in ensuring that the children adhered to the strict moral codes of Church

teaching. This, in effect, he indicates, meant training the children in the repression of

3 Homosexuality was decriminalised in 1993.
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their sexuality in order that those who were required to, for economic or vocational
reasons, could sustain a life of celibacy, either as unmarried or religious women and
men, or as ordained men. An intrinsic element in this power complex, he points out,

related to the recruitment by the Church of vocations to the priestly and religious life.

Significant changes in the moral influence of the Church, Inglis asserts, are due to the
fact that women are moving out from their traditional roles and locations into the
work-place, and are no longer willing to play the role of mother, as constructed by the
Church, which they historically did in acting on the Church’s behalf in implementing its
moral teaching on sexuality within the family. Additionally, he states, the culture of
silence in relation to sexuality has been broken since the nineteen eighties, thereby
enabling many people discuss sexual issues in public. However, Inglis advises against
under-estimating the continued influence of the Church in Irish society, and the

potential which exists for a re-attraction to its conservative moral values.

Excessive moralism in relation to sexuality is not the preserve of the Roman Catholic
Church alone. Money (1986) draws attention to secular anti-sexual attitudes promoted
by Puritan based, conservative, political movements, and Inglis (1997:244) notes the
rise of fundamentalism in reaction to postmodernism, “the absolute against relative
truth”. Such movements, Money states, seek to regulate sexual behaviour by sanction,
surveillance and prohibition of what is perceived to be detrimental to social order

rather than by approval and affirmation of what is contributory to personal and social

harmony.

The authors above make the case that oppressive gendered power relations are
exercised in various social structures and in sites of personal sexual experience; that
such oppression is largely rooted in patriarchal/patristic relations; that such relations
are inimical to both women’s and men’s personal development and to a just society in

which intimate sexual relationships which are democratic and loving can flourish.
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The interpretative frames drawn from the literature on psychology, discourse analysis
and feminisms are overlapping and mutually complementary. From them, the

following propositions may be suggested:

e that personal sexuality has both a psychological and a socio-cultural dimension;

o that childhood and adolescent sexual experiences are significant for adult

development;

o that personal sexual development in adulthood is necessary for the well-being of

both the individual and society;

e that personal sexuality is a site of power relations;

e that personal sexuality is a site for gendered oppression;

and consequently

o that the construction of personal sexuality is dependent on intra-psychic and socio-
cultural pedagogy;
o that much sexual pedagogy is exploitative, prohibitive and repressive;

e that the achievement of adult well-being, which includes sexual well-being, is an
adult task.

Psychoanalysis and developmental psychology, while they inform the norm, including

education, mainly offer therapeutic interventions to those who require such help; that
is, they offer individual solutions. Theories of discourses and radical feminism offer

the concept of resistance to sexual oppression, that is, a social solution.

There is further evidence in the literature which indicates the emergence of a new
sexual paradigm. This new situation, Giddens (1992) states, has the potential for
transforming gendered sexual relations, with implications for society as a whole. The
transformation of intimacy, largely wrought by women, and which is driving psychic
and social change, he concludes, offers the possibility of a radical democratisation of
the personal sphere. Freed from the burden of uncontrolled reproduction, women, he

argues, are discovering their passions and desires, seeking sexual relationships of
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mutuality and intimacy, and challenging men’s control of women’s sexuality. An
implication of this phenomenon, Giddens asserts, is that for the first time in modernity,
men are beginning to consider themselves gua men, and to reflect on masculinity as
problematic. Sexuality i1s a property of a self-reflexive self, and sexual identity is a
project of self-reflexivity. Sexuality 1s significant, Giddens (1992:181,182) contends,
because it forms a connecting point between “the sequestration of experience and the

transformation of intimacy”. Sexual emancipation, he argues, is

“...the radical democratisation of the personal. The democratisation
of personal life, as a potential, extends in a fundamental way to
friendship relations and, crucially, to the relations of parents, children
and other kin.”

The democratisation of the personal and public spheres is reflected in the work of
Plummer (1995:152). Arguing for a sociology of story telling, Plummer asserts the
personal and cultural role of stories, either conservatively or radically, in organising,
ordering and shaping experience in the world. Personal sexual stories, he explains,
help establish i1dentity and community; they connect past and present history in a
coherent whole and open a line to and a motivation for the future. Contemporary
personal sexual stories are indicative of the emergence of an intimate citizenship from
which “new lives, new communities and new politics may emerge”. The reflexive
project of the sexual self, he notes, is producing new sexual stories. These stories
centre around bodies, reproductive capacities, relationships, ways of raising children,

emotions, representations, identities, genders and sexualities.

The foregoing interpretative frames identify the complexity of personal and political
sexual and gender dynamics which are important for individual and communal well-
being. They provoke the question of how women and men can engage with their
sexuality in an inclusive and life-enhancing way which would contribute to a
transformation of personal sexual relations in their socio-cultural contexts. The
literature suggests that the democratisation of sexuality holds the possibility of radical
individual and social transformation. The democratisation of personal and political

experience 1s fundamental to radical adult education. Within this context, this thesis
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argues, personal sexuality can be viewed as a potential site for transformative learning

in adult education

Transformative learning and adult sexual development

While there is a considerable body of literature in transformative adult education on

personal development and gender oppression, and this includes aspects of sexual

oppression, there is little evidence of transformative adult education delineating a role
for making a transformative learning provision in the area of personal sexual
development. However, the following shows that a number of strands appear which

suggest that such a role is potentially there to be taken up.

Freire (1972) holds that a fundamental feature of transformative learning is the initial
bringing to awareness and the naming of personal oppressive experience. This is
critical to the process of becoming a subject of history. While Freire does not address
the issue of sexual oppression, to become a subject, it can be deduced, must include
the sexual dimension of subjecthood. Mayo (1999) notes Freire’s acknowledgement
that, at the time of wrting Pedagogy of the Oppressed, a knowledge base about
gendered oppression was not available to him. Subsequently, states Mayo, Freire

declared personal solidarity with women’s struggle for freedom from oppressive

patriarchal relations.

Brookfield (1987:211-227) devotes a chapter in Developing Critical Thinkers:
Challenging Adults to Explore Alternative Ways of Thinking and Acting to show how
critical thinking, a fundamental feature of transformative education, 1s important for
relationships of intimacy. Helping women and men to develop the skill of critical
thinking, he states, is one of the most significant contnibutions to the mutually
rewarding negotiation of intimate relationships between partners, parents and children,

and between friends. However, in this publication, while Brookfield stresses the need
for men and women to bring cntical thinking to bear on problems of intimate

relationships for intra and inter-personal and inter-generational well-being and,
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therefore, for social well-being, he does not go as far as to suggest that an adult
education personal development learning forum could be suited to engaging in critical

thinking about issues of personal intimate relationship.

Brookfield (1990:186-189) further develops his application of critical thinking to
issues of intimate relating within the learning group. He notes that learners respond
eagerly to the opportunity when invited to reflect on critical incidents with co-learners
in order to examine assumptions in relationships of intimacy, contrary to expectations
of resistance to such personal probing by learners. Furthermore, when offered a choice
of using critical incidents to analyse issues of intimate relationship or issues in the
workplace or the media, learners frequently choose issues of intimacy. However,
Brookfield does not specify the area of intimate relating for consideration by the
learners: learners can choose to focus on any area and any close relationship; they do
not necessarily address issues of personal sexuality. Sexuality is not focused on as a

theme for systematic study or research.

In 1998, in recognition of the value of personal developmental learning in adult
education, Brookfield argues that adult education should not be deterred from
engaging in such transformative learning; learning which is potentially painful but

which recognises the person as ultimately capable of managing his and her personal

issues and associated feelings.

The success of women’s consciousness raising groups, at a personal and a political
level, was achieved through reflection on shared individual concerns. These concerns
included personal sexual experiences. Hart (1990:47-71), as was shown earlier, while
warning of the dangers of consciousness raising on such topics becoming a group
therapy process, affirms the transformative learning potential of engaging thus in adult
education. Furthermore, as was seen, she affirms the transferability of women’s
consciousness raising to a wider application in adult education. Consciousness raising

as a transformative learning experience is potentially effective with both women and

men in relation to their respective experiences of personal sexuality.
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Thompson (1988:190) in critiquing liberal adult education for its passivity in terms of
resistance to oppressive gender mores in adult education, refers to ‘women’s sexuality’
as one of the topics validated by the adult educational establishment for inclusion on
the curriculum appropriate for women’s studies. While Thompson’s agenda is to
highlight the deficiencies in the curriculum for women’s studies wrought by those who
would domesticate feminism by co-option, nevertheless, it draws attention to the
danger of the confinement of sexuality to the educational ‘women’s room’. An
inclusive approach to transformative learning in relation to personal sexuality would
challenge the politics of educational domination; it would do so by engaging women

and men in a mutually transgressive learning interaction.

Ryan (1997a:37) shows how sexual discourses contribute to gender oppressive

relations between boys and girls in schools. She proposes that teachers and students
of both sexes and feminist poststructuralist theorists-practitioners in education should
engage 1n a dialectic to “push beyond limiting essentialist beliefs about women and

men”., This argument suggests that sexual discourses, as reflected in personal

histories, form a significant opportunity for the expansion of adult educational as well

as personal perspectives.

While the elements in the literature above indicating the existence, already, of a
potential relationship between transformative learning in adult education and personal

sexuality are disparate, the argument they sustain is encapsulated in the Report to
UNESCO of the International Commission on Education for the Twenty-first Century
(International Commission on Education for the Twenty-first Century, 1998:85-97).
This Report points to the need for holistic forms of learning in terms of personal
development, interpersonal relationships, work, and of communities. The Report

(1998:86) emphasises the importance of

“going beyond an instrumental view of education, as a process one
submits to in order to achieve specific aims (in terms of skills,
capacities or economic potential) to one that emphasises the

* »

development of the complete person, in short, ‘learning to be’.
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‘Learning to be’, (or learning in becoming), the Report states, is a life-long learning
project and a dialectical process encompassing learning to live in relationship and in

society. Education has a role in facilitating personal development through facilitating

human beings

“to develop independent, critical thinking and form their own
judgement, in order to determine for themselves what they believe
they should do in the different circumstances of life.”

‘Learning to be’ and ‘learning to live together’ can be described as among the goals
of personal development in transformative adult education. Developing critical
thinking is an important part of the process of learning for social transformation. It is a
personal and a political holistic project in that learning to be a subject of one’s history
is learning to act on behalf of others as well as on one’s own behalf; to act together,
collectively, for the good of all, as well as to act alone (Freire, 1972). From a
transformative adult education perspective, “learning to be” is learning to be a critical
subject in pursuit, interactively, of individual and communal well-being (Mayo, 1995);

a well-being in which “learning to live together” is an inclusive, just and democratic

experience for all.

Sexuality is a central dimension of being and of living together in relationship in
society. It is subjected to both repression and oppression. As Faith (1994:39,45)
asserts, ‘“sex affects everything and is the most profound site of power and
resistance”. As such, it may be a profound site for transformative adult education.

That is what this study explores.

Within this context, the research questions indicated in Chapter One: that is,

e to what extent has transformative learning in adult education a significant role to
play in personal sexual development that facilitates women and men in becoming

democratic subjects of their sexual histories and agents for social change

and, by corollary,
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e can adult education be transformative if it does not recognise personal sexual
expertence as a location for learning which is central for individual and socio-

cultural transformation and does not respond to it in its policies and practices

precipitated the fieldwork for this research, the methodology for which is discussed in

the next chapter.
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CHAPTER THREE

ENABLING SPEECH: FIELDWORK METHODOLOGY

As indicated in previous chapters, the research questions and hypotheses required an in-
depth exploration of personal intimate experience. The choice of research strategies

recerved careful consideration because, similarly to educational interventions, research
interventions in personal, relational domains are not neutral. In addition to the ethical issue
of ensuring a mindful approach to the research participants’ involvement in the study, a
methodological approach which enhances participant experience is important for accessing
qualitative data. Enhancing participant experience does not mean adopting strategies which
withhold at the level of challenge, discomfort or disruption. It means engaging with the
participants in @ mutually agreed learning venture, the ultimate explicit aims of which are
beneficial to the individual and, ultimately, may lead to social transformation.

This chapter shows

1. the methodological approach chosen;

2. anoverview of the research participants;

3. the methodological strategies used for gathering data;

4. data management.

5. evaluation of research design
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Choosing a qualitative methodological approach

An interpretative/qualitative approach was judged the most appropriate one for in-depth
explorations of people's intimate learning experiences in this study. As McCracken
(1988:17) succinctly puts it, qualitative research “does not survey the terrain, it mines it.”

In addition, as Marshall and Rossman (1989:11) describe, the process of a qualitative
approach which

“...values participants' perspectives on their worlds and seeks to
discover those perspectives, that views inquiry as an interactive
process between the researcher and the participants....."

1s compatible with the particular research topic and with the philosophy of transformative
adult education underlying the thesis (Freire, 1972; Mezirow, 1990, 1985; Brookfield 1986,
1987, Hart, 1998).

Such an approach recognises the inseparability of persons, as subjects of inquiry, from their
context; includes the researcher in the phenomenon being studied on the basis that no
person can stand outside the world which he or she observes; regards the researcher as

playing a key role in relation to the inquiry; the inquiry process as value-laden (Denzin and

Lincoln, 1998:8) and as a continuous developing dynamic between concepts, process, data,
and analysis.

In terms of the data required, the principal objective was to access men and women’s
personal sexual histories. For this reason, it was decided that a process which facilitated
men and women remembering, reflecting on and engaging in dialogue about their personal
sexual histories, from early childhood to the present time, would afford access to what
Patton (1990) describes as ‘information-rich’ material. By including past as well as present
personal history, experience could be set in context and the historical relations between
individuals, and between individuals and social structures and institutions, would contribute
to understanding the life issues interrogated (Dex, 1991). Furthermore, the significant
consequences for adulthood of childhood and pre-adult experience (Erikson, 1965; Gould,
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1978; Gilligan, 1982; Bancroft, 1989; Mezirow, 1990; Miller, 1990, 1992) would be

brought into the research frame.

It was not presumed that participants would have reflected on their personal sexual history
In a systematic way resulting in an immediate facility for making in-depth, reflected
contributions on their personal sexual experience in response to the research questions. The
literature reviewed in Chapter Two, and previous researcher expernence, outlined in
Chapter One, suggested the possibility that research participants could be inhibited in their

contnibution due to previous learning experiences and socio-cultural constraints.

Even if potential participants were willing to collaborate in the study, it could prove difficult
to access the desired depth of data because, culturally, there is little evidence of the
significant aspects of personal sexuality being a topic of ordinary or regular conversation.
On the contrary, Harvey and Gow (1994:13) indicate that society encourages people to
keep most matters of personal sexuality private. Many people are intensely sensitive and
reticent when it comes to revealing their personal story of sexual experience. This 1s true
with regard to communicating with their partners, their children, their friends, and their
healthcare workers (Giddens, 1992; Bancroft, 1989; Masters, Johnson and Kolodny, 1992);

1t 15, in fact, in part, that sensitivity and reticence which has raised the questions which have
given birth to this inquiry.

In addition, as was indicated in Chapter Two, it could be anticipated that a number of
research participants' personal sexual stories would include painful experiences of abuse,
violation, rejection, and loss. If this emerged, the study would invite their articulation as
part of the exploration of the problem. The implications of this also needed consideration
in the design and methods of inquiry, in particular with regard to the availability and quality

of back-up resources for the help and support of any such participants who might indicate a
need for them.

A princiﬁal challenge, therefore, to gaining access to information-nch material was the
engagement of participants in reflection of quality and depth on their personal sexual

histories. The purpose of such reflection was to bring to awareness and articulation and,
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therefore, to the study, a substantial contribution for interpretation and analysis. To achieve

this, a facilitative process was needed which would yield such qualitative content.

Consideration of these issues above together with previous experience of working with

sensitive personal material led to the following conclusions:

1. Given the cultural unaccustomedness to open, reflective, and in-depth sharing about
personal sexual story required for the study, a strategy had to be designed to
include instruments or ‘methodological keys’ which would serve both the

researcher and participants in gaining access to such content.

2. Given the expectation that research participants would contribute from their
personal knowledge and experience of sexuality and sexual learning, a collaborative
relationship of respect and trust between the researcher and the participants needed
to be established; and a perspective of joint venture adopted which would allow

participants experience a degree of ownership of the process and outcomes.

3. Ethical issues relating to research of such a deeply personal and relational nature
needed to be explicitly addressed; these issues included consent, confidentiality,
protection of personal privacy, clarity of educational boundaries, and availability to

participants of support external to the learning forum, if required.

4, Following on the above considerations, it was concluded that the methodology
used should also provide a new leaming opportunity for the participants
themselves, that is, it would, in se, offer the participants a context for personal

development and transformative learning as well as contributing to the collection of

data for research.
The approach deemed most congruent with the research intention and inquiry can be

described as a single ‘composite’ case study: that is, a single case composed of the

contnbutions of seventy-nine participants, seventy-six comprising eight groups (groups 1 -
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8)." In addition, the perspectives of two professional groups with experience relevant to
the topic being explored were included (groups 9,10).” This permitted an interrogation of
“a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context, especially when the boundaries
between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident” (Yin 1994:13). The individuals
may be described as the primary units of analysis (Yin, 1994), with a convergence and

synthesization of data and analysis from the use of multiple methods of inquiry (Reinharz,
1992:165).

A benefit of case study methodology is that it is not simply a data gathering mechanism, nor
a random bundling of diverse phenomena. It is a carefully planned “all-encompassing
method” which, while allowing for inclusion of the unexpected or unplanned, is a
“mapped"”, disciplined, defined and boundaried “comprehensive research strategy” (Yin,
1994:13) chosen, in this instance, to explore relatively uncharted areas of intimate human

experience.

The priority in the design of the methodology was the generation of qualitative data rather
than statistical generalisation. Although the case study in this research involved seventy-
nine people, they did not represent a ‘sample’ of a population or a universe. The
‘generalizability’ of this case study is in its "analyfic generalization"”; that is, the case is
'generalizable to theoretical propositions..."” (Yin, 1994:37). The issues addressed in each
chapter “cover broader theoretical issues” applicable beyond the particular case; for
example, issues of personal development, gendered power relations and personal agency
have a wider application than to the participants’ personal sexuality. Furthermore, the
concepts generated by this research are generalizable in that they provide a framework for

the interrogation of other cases.

Using the strategies for accessing data in this case study, as well as generalizing to

theory, it was intended, as Reinharz (1992:164) states:

' Details of the participants and groups are given further below.
? These two groups are composed of a) members of group eight who participated in the case study in a
personal capacity (group 9) and b) an additional group of three psychotherapists (group 10).
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"to analyse the change in a phenomenon over time; to analyse the
significance of a phenomenon for future events; and to analyse the
relation among parts of a phenomenon. "

Moreover, an advantage of using case study is that it has a dynamic function: the
methodology is informed on an on-going basis by analysis of participants’ data. This
analytic process contributes to the refinement of the issues emerging and of the instruments

or strategies used to elicit them (Schatzman and Strauss, 1973:110).

The case study approach facilitates the exploratory nature of this inquiry but is flexible
enough to include descriptive and explanatory features (Robson, 1993:41-45). 1t is, also, a
design which, on account of its inbuilt concept of intra-study flexibility of inquiry and

methods, can include some of the constituents of action research (Bell, cited in Robson,
1993:373): 1t offers participants a forum for engaging in praxis (Freire, 1972). This is
compatible with the intention that the methodology would offer the participants a personal

transformative learning opportunity.

An additional benefit in choosing a case study approach was the allowance it made for the
inclusion of perspectives from a range of disciplines with a professional interest, potential
interest, and experience in aspects of the research questions. The data from such disciplines

effectively contributed to grounding the analysis and enhancing interpretability.

The methods of inquiry initially planned to assist both the participants and the researcher

access the data were as follows:

1. an adult education course in personal sexuality;

2. two questionnaires, one issued at the start and at the end of the course;
3. individual interviews;

4. group interviews.

During the research, two other data sources emerged:

5. journals;
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6. written evaluations of the course as an adult education provision.

The use of multiple methods of inquiry achieved methodological triangulation, thereby
strengthening the basis from which an interpretation of results was made. Kane (1985:52)
argues that a multiplicity of methods of inquiry allows for methodological triangulation in
order to “verify and strengthen the validity of the research results”. Denzin and Lincoln
(1998:4) argue that “triangulation is not a tool or strategy of validation but an alternative
to validation” because it “add]s) rigor, breadth and depth to the investigation”. Reinharz
(1992:204) asserts that triangulation through the use of multiple methods is popular with
feminist researchers because it facilitates making connections between individuals and their
SOC10-economic environments: of a recognition “that the conditions of our lives are always

simultaneously the product of personal and structural factors.”

In all events, a triangulating approach could be said to have self-selected for this study on
the basis of the requirements for exploring and responding to the research questions. These
questions required multiple, flexible research strategies which would facilitate personal,
frank, in-depth, self-exploratory and reflected contributions by participants for which the
presence or absence of supportive evidence through cross-referencing could be established.

Figure 1 below represents the use of multiple triangulating methods used in this case study
to access depth data.

The role of the researcher in this study

As stated in Chapter One, the researcher's work background, training and previous research
In related material, using a case study methodology, formed a solid knowledge and skills
base for undertaking this particular study. The researcher was familiar with the topic under
scrutiny; had a thorough grasp of the conceptual framework; by training, was skilled in
empathic communication (Miles and Huberman, 1984:38; Reinharz, 1992:26); and
possessed of what might be described as ‘empathic persistence’. This is consistent with
Lincoln and Guba (cited in Robson, 1993:195) who assert the need for researchers to have
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Figure 1
Methodological triangulation
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Figure 2
Researcher’s interactive role in data acquisition and interpretation
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In this study, the strategies of inquiry and the educational learning goal of a number of them
suggest that the role of the researcher 1s also reflected in the term ‘study facilitator’; it
includes participation, observation, investigation and what Mezirow (1990:365) describes
as precipitation.” This role could be understood, therefore, as reflective of the “researcher-
as-bricoleur” (Denzin and Lincoln, 1998:4); that is, as multi-skilled in methodological
strategies, sufficiently familiar with a variety of theoretical perspectives for freedom of
movement between them, aware of the contribution personal perspectives play in shaping
the research process and aware of the political contours of research narratives. This was
important in a research process, the goals of which were two-fold: a) the making of new
inter-disciplinary conceptual linkages and b) the provision of a transformative adult
education opportunity to the participants. Figure 3 below illustrates the multi-disciplined

interaction planned towards achieving these goals.

* Mezirow refers to the active precipitation of transformative learning by the educator when learners
are drawn to interrogate the underlying reasons for their experience and worldview.
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Figure 3
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participants to risk revealing intimate experiences and learn what was significant for them in
this regard. It was envisaged as an active role, participative, purposeful in pursuit of data;

purposetful also in the protection of participants' interests (Marshall and Rossman 1989;
Clandinin and Connelly, 1998:169,170).

In discussing case study methodology, Robson (1993:160) highlights the significance of the
relational trustworthiness of the researcher:

"A case study is not a survey, where reliability relies crucially on the
characteristics of the data collection instruments. The case study
relies on the trustworthiness of the human instrument (the researcher)
rather than on the data collection techniques per se. Hence, the

characteristics and skills of the investigator are of crucial
importance. "

Objectivity, as understood in scientific, positivistic, material inquiry, may not apply directly
to case study. Denzin and Lincoln (1998:4) assert that “objective reality can never be
captured”. However, as indicated above, a translation can be made to ensure that the
‘scientific intent’ is not sacrificed. As Robson (1993:406) argues, ‘confirmability’ in
qualitative research corresponds to the ‘objectivity’ sought in quantitative studies. Thus,
the safe-guards enhancing the reliability of case study for social research also enhance

protection against an inappropriate effect of researcher bias.*

Awareness by the researcher of personal bias is a first line of defence against its potentially
corrupting influence. An additional defence lies in the research design, with its multi-
methods of inquiry and subjection to regular, critical, external monitoring. These processes
provide adequate safe-guards for the reliability of the outcomes. Another form of relational
bias was potentially present in this study; that is, ‘participant bias’. The strong facilitative
role of the researcher held the potential disadvantage that it might encourage participants to
offer contributions to the study which they perceived would meet the researcher’s needs. It
was mmportant to be explicit about the issue of bias, from time to time, throughout the

research process.

* See p.104 for evaluation of research design to ensure reliability of this study.
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Gadamer (1975:238), in Truth and Method, insists, when discussing hermeneutics and

prejudice,

..... a person trying to understand a text is prepared for it to tell him
something. That is why a hermeneutically trained mind must be, from
the start, sensitive to the text's quality of newness. But this kind of
sensitivity involves neither 'neutrality’ in the matter of the object nor
the extinction of oneself, but the conscious assimilation of one's own
Jore-meanings and prejudices. The important thing, is to be aware of
one's own bias so that the text may present itself in all its newness and
thus be able to assert its own truth against one's own fore-meanings.”

In this study, it was considered that the role of the researcher contributed to the reliability

of the outcomes, given that safeguards were in place. Moreover, in the context of socio-
cultural exploration of human experience and the hermeneutic challenge in analysing
personal history, and interpreting the meaning the subjects attribute to it, a single, empathic,
company-keeping, participant interpreter/researcher was considered to be of more positive

than qualified benefit. The advantages anticipated in relation to this role of the researcher

WCIC

a) conststency of approach;

b) tfamihiarity with the methodological material and processes;

C) first-line access to and familiarity with the memberships, processes and outcomes of
the case study which would assist in the cross-connection of case study data and
recognition of emerging concepts, new material, questions, linkages,

distinctiveness, and differences.

Consideration was given to engaging others to assist in the work-load of the case study
which would include a significant time commitment in terms of facilitating the personal
development courses intended to be common to all participants. In view of the
innovativeness of the methodology and the time and commitment practicalities, it was
difficult to identify case study facilitators who had the necessary time, training and skills to

join in the investigation. However, two such colleagues were available to facilitate one
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personal development course which took place in a rural town. These colleagues were
tramed previously in the personal development course on sexuality and had the skalls
Robson (1993:163) indicates to be necessary for acting as group facilitators. In addition,
their participation and interest in the study provided a crtical forum for de-briefing and
process evaluation. The researcher facilitated the remaining seven of the personal

development courses as well as conducting all study investigations.

The gender implications of the research being conducted on issues of sexual intimacy by a
woman with groups of men and women was noted. This issue was made explicit in the

groups and the participants invited to explore its implications, in order to ensure as much

transparency as possible.

Research participants: an overview

What was being sought, initially, were people who would be willing

a) to collaborate in a substantial research project on the potential impact of adult

education on personal sexuality;,

b) to take part in an adult education personal development course on sexuality.

For this reason, the practicality of engaging and availing of approprately sized groups
already formed or about to be formed for personal development work, though not
necessarily so for the purpose of the research, suggested itself. In addition, the division of

participants into groups offered an effective facility for the preliminary management of data
collection and analysis.

In the event, the choice and number of people for the study contained elements of both
opportunism and selection. It was opportunistic in the sense that advantage was taken of
the availability of groups already in existence and accessible to the researcher. There was
selection in the sense of pursuing heterogeneity among the groupings in order to include a

range of people from different backgrounds. However, as the study was conceived to be,
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largely, exploratory, there was no definitive template which determined who should be

included. The factors supporting inclusion in the case study were as follows:”

o availability of groups of men and/or women crossing a spectrum of age, status, social

class, education, employment and experience, willing to 1.')articipate;6

e commitment of such women and men to an intensive and time-demanding research

methodology;

e a number of women and men who had made particular choices about their sexuality
which differed from the norm:’

e an additional number of women and men with particular experience and professional

backgrounds bearing on the research questions;

e accessibility of such groups to the researcher.

See Table 1 below for a listing of the groups invited to participate in the study.

Table 1 Groups of Participants for Case Study

Group 1 Nine women, participants on community based personal development course

Group 2 Six women, participants on community based personal development course

Group 3 Eleven women, four men, mature students on course in adult education

Group 4 Thirteen women and two men, mature students on course in adult education

Group 5 Six women and two men, mature students on course in adult education

Group 6 Five women and five men, on in-career personal development training course

Group 7 Four women and three men, academic staff from a university department

Group 8 Three women and three men, on in-service training as voluntary marriage
counsellors

In addition to the participation by the primary research groups above, the professi?nal opinions of two
groups (9 and 10) were sought on the issues under research, that is, the opinion of the group of
academic staff in group 7 above and that of a group of three psychotherapists.

> Rationale for factors supporting inclusion in the study is developed below, pp.76-86.

° In the event, there were no participants over the age of 60 and the profiles of race and ethnicity were
homogenous.

" In the event, there were a number of participants who had chosen to live a celibate life.
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The theme of sexuality does not attract an equality of expressed interest in men as it does in
women (Dickson, 1985; Keen, 1992; Giddens, 1992). Moreover, the researcher’s

professional experience indicates that men are less likely than women to aval of
opportunities to attend personal development courses. There is evidence of this in the ratio
of men to women, for example, participating in transformative adult education courses as
demonstrated in the gender composition of groups three, four and five above. This ratio 1s

representative of the general pattern of students taking adult education courses in the
university (Connolly, 1997:41).

Four attempts were made to invite both established and non-established, all-male, personal
development groups to participate in the research. Dickson (1985) and Keen (1992) both
assert that own-sex groups are the way by which men can and should work on the theme of
personal sexuality. In each case, refusals were received, either because the men rejected the
proposal on the grounds that the groups were not sufficiently well established to withstand
participation in research on personal sexuality or because the groups did not matenalise.

However, in view of the total cohort of participants, and of the intention to synthesise the

results of all of the participants, it was considered that the smaller number of men
participating would

o reflect a reality in ‘real world’ research and offer material for reflection and analysis 1n
the study;

* be, in part, compensated by optimising on the number of men present through the use

of the research strategies; and

e be at least adequate for study purposes, the number of men participants being 25% of
the total, affording 19 primary participants.
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Contracting for participant collaboration

The 1nvitation to participate in the research occurred after the initial convening of each of
the groups (groups 1-8) for the purpose of attending personal development courses in
sexuality. These group members had made a choice to pursue an adult education personal
development course in sexuality for their own purposes; participating in a research project
was not their primary motivation. The two groups invited to contribute to the research
because of their particular experience and expertise in the topic (groups 9 and 10) were
specifically invited to do so and were convened for that purpose. For clarity’s sake,
groups 1 to 8, consisting of the seventy-six participants, will be referred to, when
neccesary, as ‘primary study groups’ in order to distinguish them from the tnangulating
groups of ‘professionals’, 9 and 10. Unless otherwise indicated, the term participant is used
throughout the text to refer to membership of the primary study groups. On occasion, as
required, the term ‘primary participant’ will be used to distinguish the seventy-six members
in groups 1 to 8 from the membership of triangulating groups 9 and 10.

The reasons for deferring the invitation to the primary groups to participate in the research
until after their courses began were two-fold. Firstly, it was decided that having each group
gathered together face-to-face with the researcher would offer a better environment for
raising the issue of participating in a research project. Specifically, the potential participants
would see the researcher prior to making decisions about participation or non-participation.
This 'sighting' was intended to defuse any threatening mythologies about such persons and
such work. It engaged the researcher and potential participants in interpersonal,

communicative dialogue. Questions could be asked. Explanations could be given.

Benefits could be explained. Suggestions could be received. A model of researcher-
participant mutual inter-relating could be demonstrated, encouraging collaborative

engagement in a worthwhile project.

Secondly, as Robson (1993:33-34,470-475) outlines, any research, but particularly this type
of study relating to deeply personal issues of human sexuality, requires a rigorous attention
to the ethical issues involved. This face-to-face encounter facilitated personal attention to

1ssues of consent. It created the opportunity to underline the participants’ freedom to
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withdraw at any stage from the research. The protection of the participants was assured as
well as a clear understanding of the implications of collaborating with the work, including
the challenges or ‘risks’ brought about by personal exploratory work. The researcher was
in a position to address issues of confidentiality, not simply researcher confidentiality but
also group confidentiality, of anonymity and of the appropriate boundaries to be maintained

by everyone.

An important element in this discussion was that it enabled the troubleshooting of issues
which might arise for individuals during the course of the study. It was made clear, for
example, that resources identified by the researcher would be available should any member

need help or counsel in processing material which might arise for them.

The process of contract negotiation discussed the researcher's responsibilities to the
individuals and to the groups and included noting possible implications of participation in
the study for families and the wider communities of the membership. It outlined the
possibilities for debriefing and feedback. The process of contracting for collaboration in the
project, in itself, contributed positively towards the establishment of a relationship of mutual
trust between participants and researcher and to participants’ willingness to collaborate.

Importantly, whether any or all of the men and women who applied to attend the courses
on personal development in sexuality chose to participate or not in the research, the courses
would have continued as scheduled. This was made clear to the groups at the outset in
order to respect their primary intention and to remove any undue pressure to participate.

Two participants in group 5 chose not to participate as a matter of preference.

Composition of research participant study groups
Appendix A gives a summary personal profile of the seventy-six primary participants, in

terms of sex, age, partnership and work status, education, and previous experience of

personal development courses. This profile assisted in customising aspects of the research

76



strategies, and in exploring whether or not particular differences in outcomes could be

related to particular differentials in these matters. For example, and not exhaustively,

o difference in sex was important in terms of exploring gendered learning about sexuality;

o difference in age was of interest to see if any qualitative difference in experience of
learning about personal sexuality emerged between different age groups;

e status, both partnership and work status, were significant in terms of how they affected
relationships of intimacy. They also could influence how particular elements in the
course would be structured in order to be inclusive;

e the parenting status of the participants could indicate an outreach in which assumptions
acquired in personal sexual learning might be influential;

e educational achievement was of interest in order to see if any important distinction in
sexual learning emerged from different educational paths; it also could affect course

learning methods and research strategies;’

o involvement in the community was of interest in that it could indicate elements of

potential participant educational outreach;

e participation in previous personal development courses might show that personal

sexuality was already part of their adult education learning process.

The basic profile of the eight groups is tabled below together with each group’s
distinguishing features:

Table 2 - Study Group 1
Se 0 |Mae 0

Age | <25 [ 2534|3544 4554 | sse4 |
Lo | 1] 1}l 6

Marital status | Single

Married
Separated/Divorced/Widowed
o | Yes 9] @@= Neo
Education Primary level

Intermediate level

8
1
Seoond level 0
0

Empoment* | | Ve a| N7
“Communityserviess | Ves 6]  MNo3

*Employment refers to paid work: *Community service refers to voluntary community activity

® For example, it was important to try to establish whether or not participants were literate.

77



All members of study group 1 had participated in personal development courses previously,

although none had attended a course on sexuality; the main reason given was that such
courses were not available.

The key features of the participants in group 1 can be summarised as follows:

a) the members were ‘ordinary’ women from a socially deprived suburban

environment.” Their formal education was limited.'® They were mature learners

for whom personal development courses were the first attractive systematic

learning opportunities which had become available to them in their local

communitles;

b) as the first group to enter the study, these participants had a special role in assisting
with the refinement of the strategies used to access information. In addition, they

provided the researcher with a thematic base line, as it were, with which to scan,

explore, cnitique, and develop with the other groups.

The voluntary, non-professional, convenor of the group, having heard about personal
development courses on personal sexuality facilitated by the researcher, requested that such

a course be offered to the community.

Thirteen women attended the opening session. Two, a mother and daughter, did not
return. The 1ssue of participating in the research project was not raised in the opening

session. Two more women were obliged to withdraw during the early part of the course
because of ill-health.

> It could also be said that this group of women were also extraordinary in that they were engaging in
community adult education.

' In Ireland, the school leaving age was raised from fourteen to fifteen years of age in 1974. Children
could remain in school at primary level until they reached fourteen.
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Table 3 - Study Group 2

Sex 00000 00| Male 0] Female6
Age | <25 25343544 4554 | S564 | 00
ol o T4 T 1 T

Mantal status | Single
Married

Separated/Dworced/W idowed

Education

Intermediate level
Second level
Third level

Empoymest | | Ve 1] N
Communityservice | Ves 2|  No 4

Two-thirds of the participants of study group 2 had attended personal development courses

previously. None had attended a course on sexuality, the main reasons given was that they

were unaware of such a course or that it was not available.

The key features of group 2 were:

a)

b)

the participants were younger in age than those in group 1, drawn from a rural
town, geographically situated miles apart from one another, in contrast to the
suburban, closely-knit, local community group of participants in group 1;

two members of the group had never participated in a personal development/adult

education course previously.

the personal development course in sexuality was facilitated by the researcher's
colleagues. This allowed for the inclusion of the colleagues' observations and

experience with the group and of their evaluations in the overall critique and

development of the research process.

Initially, nine women applied for the course. Three withdrew prior to the course

commencement; one because a relative intended to participate and she considered it would

be more beneficial for both if they did not share the same course; one because of ill-health;
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and one withdrew after discussing the nature of the course content and process with the
facilitators.

The group was convened, through local advertisement, by two of the researcher’s
colleagues. While the facilitators of the course for group 2 attended to the distribution and
collection of the questionnaires, the responsibility for contracting with and briefing the
group and the data analysis rested with the researcher. In addition, the interviews with
members of this group were planned to be carried out by the researcher. These facts had
implications for the management of group 2 which did not pertain to any of the other

groups.

In order to achieve qualitative material on personal sexuality from members of this group,
the researcher was obliged to address, particularly, the issue of her relationship with the
group. This was achieved, in consultation with the facilitators, by visiting the group on
three occasions during the personal development course. Two of these occasions included

a social as well as a work element, that is, being present for coffee breaks and accepting the

invitation to the course closure lunch.

Study groups 3, 4, 5:

These groups, together, comprised of thirty eight mature students, thirty women and eight
men, attending adult education courses at a university. The participants were post-
graduates taking a higher diploma course in adult and community education and

undergraduates undertaking a diploma course in continuing education.

As part of the requirement for both diplomas, the students were offered a variety of
optional courses from which to select a number to attend and from which to choose to
complete a number of course assignments. The researcher applied to the university to offer
the personal development course on sexuality as one of the options available to students;

this offer was accepted.
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The participants’ primary objective was their personal development as men and women
within a context of studying about adult education and community development. Their
contribution to the study would be primarily from their personal perspectives. However,
there was the additional value added dimension to the study from these groups in that

a) they were adult leamers choosing to learn about adult education;

b) a number were already experienced in, or would be engaged in, adult education

with a wide variety of individuals and groups in their local communities.

Therefore, their contribution would include that of the student and, in many cases,

practitioner of adult education.

An added feature was the range of age, education and occupations within these groups
which broadened the scope for data collection and analysis."*

As with groups 1 and 2, the invitation to collaborate in the study took place after the
personal development course had commenced, facilitated by the researcher. The invitation
was extended to the groups at the end of the second session. The timing of the invitation
allowed for the groups to have settled, engaged in the preliminary work of the course, and
begun to develop a rapport with the facilitator. Because this course was part of a the wider
learning agenda of a diploma course in adult and community education, care was exercised
to ensure that group members understood they had the freedom not to participate in the
research project; and that such a refusal would not be detrimental to their academic goals,

or, indeed, to the research project itself.

After the contract for participation had been outlined, members of the three groups stated
their interest in the research, were reassured about the protective boundaries and, with two

exceptions, declared themselves willing to participate.

'! See appendices A and A

81



Table 4 - Study Group 3

ot 1 ] e | 3| 5

R

o
Marital status Single
Mamed
Scparated/Divorced/Widowed
Religious/Ordained

Education
Second level

Third level

Employment | | Ve ©] __ Nel

Intermediate level

Two thirds of the membership of study group 3 had attended personal development
courses previously but only one had attended a course on sexuality. A substantial majonity

indicated the reason for non-attendance at a personal development course on sexuality was

because such courses were not available.

Table S - Study Group 4

Male 2 Female 13

Separated/Divorced/Widowed
Rehigious/Ordained

Intermediate level
Second level
Third level

Similarly to study group 3, two thirds of group 4 had attended personal development
courses previously but only one had attended a course on sexuality. A substantial majonty

also indicated that non-attendance at courses on sexuality was due to their unavailability.
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Table 6 - Study Group S

e Mk 2] Female 6
S I TN Y T —
T oeTsT21 3 [~ o |

Marital status Single 2

Married 4

Separated/Divorced/Widowed 2

Religrous/Ordained 0
Children | ] Yes6]  No2
Education Primary level 0

Intermediate level 1

Second level 2

Third level 3
Employment | 0000000000000 | Ves6 No 2
Yes 7/  No 1

Four members of study group 5 had participated in personal development courses

previously but none had attended a course on personal sexuality: a majority indicated that

non-attendance at a course on sexuality was because such courses were unavailable, while

two members indicated that they had not felt the need for one previously.

Table 7 - Study Group 6

Se 0000000000 | Male5| Females5
_——m—

Married
Separated/Divorced/Widowed
Religious/Ordained

Primary level
Intermediate level
Second level

Third level

Community service: Information on community service not established for this group.

All members of study group 6 had undertaken courses in personal development previously,

including a module on personal sexuality. The members of this group were, or had been,

employed as teachers in second level education. They had undertaken additional training in

counselling to assist in their teaching/student support roles; this training included a module

on personal development in sexuality. The group engaged the researcher to provide further
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training in this area, thereby providing an opportunity to invite the members to participate

in the research.

The anticipated value-added contributions to the research of this group were that

)

b)

the celibate majority would add an enriching dimension to the findings in that they

had made a particular decision about living their sexuality in a manner different to
that of the majority and

their expenence as professional educators of peri-pubertal and adolescent young

people.

Table 8 - Study Group 7

-
1 [ 2 [ 4] 0o | o
Single
Married

Separated/Divorced/Widowed
Religious/Ordained

%

Marital status

Primary level
Intermediate level
Seoond level

Third level

Five members of study group 7 had attended personal development courses previously but

had not attended a course on personal sexuality because of non-availability of such courses.

One member indicated prior non-attendance at a course on personal sexuality because of
discomfort with the topic; one member did not feel the need for it. The invitation to the

members of this group to participate in the research was two-fold:

a)

to contribute from their personal experience similarly to members of the other

groups;
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b) in order that an input to the study would be made by a number of men and women
who were providers of education for adult educators, research adult cntical learning
needs, contribute to policy, determine curricula, and have a political role in
educating funders and providers of adult education. This latter input (b) was
explicitly sought in a separate group interview (group 9), as indicated earlier.

The value-added dimension of this study group, apart from the group members being
leaders/influencers in the field of transformative adult and community education, was the
range of professional disciplines which were contained within the membership. Each
member had a particular experience and expertise relevant for critiquing the conceptual
framework underpinning the research and the research processes; that is, the group
membership included specialist skills in research, gender studies, counselling, group work,
personal development in adult education, community development, and the provision and

co-ordination of out-reach community based programmes in adult education.

Table 9 - Study Group 8

Separated/Divorced/Widowed

Rehigious/Ordained

Intermediate level
Second level
Third level
___ _No O
_ Yes 6|  No O

Study group 8 comprised of three women and three men based in Northern Ireland. The

members had received training as voluntary marriage and pre-marntal education counsellors
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for their local communities, and attended the course in personal sexuality as part of their in-

SErvice training.

The value added dimension of this group of participants was that they had experience of
working with adults in respect of their intimate relationships; this would add to their

personal contribution to the research.

Study groups 1 - 8: primary participants:

An mmportant element in the research design and methodology was that all group
membership above shared the common ground of participating in the researcher designed

adult education course in personal sexuality with its systematic reflection on personal sexual

histories. They contributed to the study, primarily, from their personal insights as men and

WOIMEI.

Groups 9 and 10:

Groups 9 and 10, as stated earlier, were invited to give their professional opinions on the

subject matter of the research. Group 9 was composed of those adult educators from the
university academic staff who had participated in the research as members of group 7.

Group 10 was composed of three trainer psychotherapists, two women and one man, two

practising solely in the capital city and one, in the main, practising in a rural town.

In addition to their experience of working therapeutically with clients in relation to issues of
intimacy and sexuality, as trainers in psychotherapy, the members of this group had
experience of facilitating student-therapists in personal development as well as in teaching

psychotherapeutic theories and practical skills.
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Gathering data: ‘methodological keys’ for data access

A fundamental requirement for this research was a process which would facilitate
participant and researcher to access, reflect and dialogue on the topic of personal sexual
history. The requirement was, as it were, for a set of ‘keys’ to open doors; doors both to
the information itself and to a personal ease and familiarity with the material which would
enable its reasonably uninhibited articulation. At the outset, the keys planned for use in the

case study to achieve these goals included as follows:

e an adult education course in personal sexuality;
e two questionnaires;
e anumber of individual and group interviews.

As outlined above, during the course of the research, two new keys offered themselves

from a majority of participants in groups 3, 4 and 5. These were

o journals reflecting on personal experience, written during the course on personal
sexuality and

e wrtten evaluations of the course as a transformative leamning provision in adult

education, after its completion.

Figure 4 below indicates the methodological keys used to access data by numbers of
participants and the anticipated contribution to data and to the participants’ learning.
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In qualitative research, piloting research strategies requires access, establishment and the
gaining of trust with the pilot group on the part of the researcher. The pilot group
inevitably become part of the research in their own right, with their own unique features.
Such a group requires the approach, content and process which the mainstream groups of
participants require. Robson (1993:164), in relation to piloting qualitative research
strategies, argues that

"there is no substitute for involvement with the ‘real’ situation, when
the feasibility of what is proposed in terms of time, effort and
resources can be assessed."”

However, for the purposes of this study, there was, in effect, an approximation of piloting
work already achieved; a 'real' situation. The case study outlined in Chapter One, the
precursor to this research, had similar requirements with regard to qualitative, in-depth
exploration of similar matenal (Butler-Scally, 1993). The strategies used in that particular
case study included the use of a personal development course, questionnaires, and
interviews. These methods of inquiry, appropriately adapted, formed a major part of the
strategic plan for this work.

Study groups 1 and 2 also offered an opportunity to further check the methods. For

example, some modifications to the questionnaires for the sake of clarity were suggested by

these groups and implemented.

Personal development course in sexuality

A researcher designed personal development course in sexuality (appendix B) was chosen
as a central key in the overall plan in accessing participants for the study and data. The
course, while flexible enough to encompass the exigencies of the different groups, such as
time availability and differences in social and professional backgrounds, contained a core

content and process common to all groups.

12 See appendix B! for course time schedules for the different groups.

89



Group participants were facilitated to reflect on their personal leaming experience of
sexuality through their life stages from early childhood onwards. This was enabled by the
use of a multiplicity of learning methods; these included guided reflections, journalling,
drawing, role play, theoretical and informational inputs and group discussion. Participants
were encouraged to explore with one another, in the group, what and how they learned
about personal sexuality in childhood, adolescence and adulthood; from whom and in what
socio-cultural contexts. They reflected on the effects of that learning on their self concepts
and behaviours and on their relationships; on whether or not their learning needs were met
or unmet, and on the implications of this. Their interpretations of experience were
examined in the light of alternative theoretical understandings. Current learning needs were

identified and new behaviours or actions, from such reflections, were considered.

There was a particular value in the design of this course. It enabled participants to access
personal expenience through a process which 'began at the beginning', that is from earliest
memories. Thus facilitated reflection on the significant issues, events and experiences, and
on the construction of personal history relevant to the topic. It facilitated engagement in a
critical analysis of learning patterns, socio-cultural pressures, motivations, conflicts and
assumptions in relation to their personal sexual histories and learning needs in adulthood.
From theoretical perspectives of human growth as developmental (Erikson, 1965;
Levinson, 1978; Gould, 1978; Gilligan, 1982; Chodorow, 1978, 1990), and susceptible to
structural and gendered power relations (Foucault, 1978, 1979; Tong, 1989; Radtke and
Stam, 1994; Connell, 1995; Inglis, 1997, 1998), and from an adult education perspective
which views personal relationships as a setting for critical thinking and transformative
learning (Brookfield, 1987:211-227; Ryan, 1997), an exploration of personal adult sexuality
and related learning needs, including early childhood learning, was explored through critical
reflection on personal sexual histories situated in particular socio-cultural contexts.

s

Fa

An additional aspect to the personal development course was that, although in practice
flexible enough to accommodate the introduction of unanticipated topics, its structure,

nevertheless, acted as a preliminary data reducer by providing a general framework and
maintaining relative boundaries for the in-coming data. This, of course, held the possibility

of imiting or excluding interesting data which might otherwise emerge. On balance,
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however, maintaining boundaries was necessary because of the breadth and the interest of

the topic.

Questionnaires 1 & 2

Two self-administered, group customised questionnaires" were used with the eight primary
groups in the study: one was given to the participants at the beginning of the course in

personal sexuality, the other, after the course had been completed.*

The use of the questionnaires was multi-purposed:
a) to establish base-line data on the participants;

b) to stimulate reflection on the matenal of the questions;

C) to collect data related to the research questions;

d) to confirm, or otherwise, data acquired through the other forms of inquiry used and
between participants;

e) to elicit any substantive line of inquiry overlooked by the researcher;

f) to provide the researcher with back-ground information to ‘feed’ the conceptual

processes of research design and interpretative wholeness;

g) to establish willingness to be interviewed.

The questionnaires used in this inquiry, in order to fulfil the purposes emphasised above,

included closed, multiple choice and open questions. Furthermore, in almost every case,

3 see appendices C, C', C2, C, C*

'* Appendix C shows the questionnaires as they were presented to the research participants. For
reasons of spatial economy, the remainder of the questionnaires have been condensed. However, each
questionnaire, in fact, allowed similar space for responses as evidenced in appendix C
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the questions invited the contribution of a comment or explanation should the respondent

SO wish.

Robson (1993) and Kane (1985), in discussing the structuring of questionnaires, flag a
‘researcher beware’ sign. Both make an argument in this regard for the use of closed

questions. As Kane (1985:76) warns

"Open-ended questions will greatly increase the work of analysis
because the replies must be categorised and coded afier the
questionnaire has been administered.”

Robson's (1993:243) warning is similar in kind to Kane's but with the added salutary
reflection that

"The desire to use open-ended questions appears to be almost

universal in novice researchers, but is usually rapidly extinguished
with experience."”

On the other hand, Marshall and Rossman (1989:83,84) simply note that questionnaires

"“typically entail several questions that are open-ended or have
structured response categories."

Robson (1993:247) qualifies his own caution about the use of open-ended questions, going
as far as asserting that

"the open form is preferable (e.g. when not enough is known to write
appropriate response categories; and in the measurement of sensitive
or disapproved behaviour)."” [emphasis added]

As 1ndicated above, the questionnaires positively encouraged participants to expand on
responses to questions. While it was recognised that this structure would add significantly
to the work of the researcher, it also was intended to add significantly to the richness of the
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matenal acquired. In consequence, it met Robson's concern about the potential risk of data

from questionnaires being “superficial”.

In the questionnaires for this research, the closed questions were used to establish facts; for
example, to find out whether or not a participant had attended any courses on sexuality

previously.

The multiple choice questions were used to gain a measurement of intensity or frequency or
quality from the participant; for example, to establish the participant's view of the amount of
reflection given to the issue of early personal sexual learning prior to attending this course.

The open questions (and this included the invitation to comment or explain appended to
many of the closed or multiple choice questions) were used to encourage the participant to
offer his or her own experience, opinion or perspective, with the least amount of
interference or influence; for example, to discover if the participant had difficulty relating to
particular others because of the way their sexuality was expressed.

This research has a strong exploratory focus. The questionnaires were not primanly for
statistical purposes, although many of the questions have a statistical contribution to make
in the synthesization of the case study results and analysis. The questionnaires were
primarily another tool for assisting participants in accessing a level of self-knowledge which
would enhance the qualitative depth of the data. The more freedom the participant had to
reflect back into the study his or her opinions, experiences and understandings, the richer
the data and material for analysis would be. Thus, the format of the questions was

constructed to encourage disclosure rather than enclosure.

Both questionnaires contained a core set of questions which were given to the participants
of all of the primary study groups. However, in view of the particular experiences of the
membership of some groups, additional questions were asked. For example, the staff
members of the university department (study group 7) were asked for their professional

opinion on the provision of adult personal development courses on sexuality and whether
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or not such a provision should be part of the normal repertoire of transformative adult

education.

Two of the study groups, groups 1 and 7, opted to complete the first questionnaire in situ
when they were distributed during the early part of the personal development course. The

remainder of the groups chose to take the questionnaires away and retum them at a later
date.

Thought was given as to whether or not participants should be requested to answer the
second questionnaire in situ at the end of the course or be invited to return it at a later date.
The former option offered the advantage that the researcher would access the
questionnaires without the problem of following up participants who failed or forgot to
mail them back. The disadvantage of this option, however, was considered to be a
qualitative one; it would allow little time, in the circumstances, for reflection on the

questions, answers and invited comments. It was decided to ask participants to forward the

questionnaire by a later date.

There was little real difficulty in the collection of the questionnaires, apart from the need to

write and/or telephone reminders to a small number of participants.

Journals
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