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Abstract

Using feminist extensions of Marxist theory, this article argues that a Marxist-feminist 
theory of adult learning offers a significant contribution to feminist pedagogical debates 
concerning the nature of experience and learning. From this theoretical perspective, the 
individual and the social are understood to exist in a mutually determining relationship, 
with a social world conceptualized as active human practice. The primary theoretical 
task is then to rearticulate the central relations of adult learning theory (the individual, 
the social, and experience), which necessitates a dialectical formation of social difference 
and oppression. This allows for an examination of the reification of experience as a core 
relation of adult learning theory and a reimagining of feminist praxis.
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In recounting the mundane experiences of women during war, poet Muriel Rukeyser 
asked a question that sits at the center of feminist praxis: “What would happen if one 
woman told the truth about her life?” Her response was, “The world would split open” 
(Rukeyser, 2005, p. 463). The relation established in these quick stanzas troubles fem-
inist educators; how do we learn from the experiences of women, experiences of vio-
lence, racism, sexism, poverty, exploitation, to “split the world open.” There has been 
much debate among feminist scholars on how best to understand not only the splitting 
of the world, or rather its transformation, but the notion of “learning” that might sit at 
the center of this process. This theorization is critical to the work of feminist adult edu-
cators. However, there is a very real theoretical tension between the kinds of feminism 
used in adult education and the critical tradition of the field. For Marxist-feminist theo-
rists, this tension is rooted in the long-standing philosophical debate of the relationship 
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between the ideal and the material. For adult educators these conversations have impor-
tant implications for how we conceptualize several core elements of learning theory, 
particularly the individual, the social, and experience. The purposes of this article are 
to consider these core relations of learning from a Marxist-feminist perspective and to 
chart a feminist direction for the Marxist theorization of adult learning.

Situating Marxist-Feminism in Adult Education
Feminist scholars in adult education have made important and expansive critiques of 
the presuppositions of the field. These interrogations have ranged from the ques-
tioning of patriarchal biases in the practices and theory of adult learning (Burke & 
Jackson, 2007; Flannery & Hayes, 2001; Hart, 1992; Hayes & Flannery, 2000; Sandlin, 
1995; Thompson, 1983) to the development of feminist epistemologies, pedagogies, 
and forms of resistance (Barr, 1999; Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, & Tarule,1997; 
English, 2005, 2006; Ryan, 2001; Tisdell, 1993; Walters, 1996; Walters & Manicom, 
1996). Over the past 25 years, the theoretical trends within feminist theory have 
turned toward poststructural theories emphasizing difference, identity, corporeality, 
and hybridity. However, the realities of mobile capital, punitive social welfare policy, and 
imperialist war, much of which has been the subject of recent research by feminist 
adult educators, have increasingly spurred feminists to debate the role of the “material” 
in our theorizations of various forms of social difference, oppression, and knowl-
edge (Alaimo & Hekman, 2008; Ebert, 2005; Hennessy & Ingraham, 1997). This 
demand for a rearticulation of the relations of class, race, and gender, presciently 
made by adult educator Mechtilda Hart (1992), has found expression by feminist 
educators marrying traditional political economy with feminist notions of difference 
(Butterwick, 2008, 2009; Gouthro, 2005; Gouthro, Miles, Butterwick, Fenwick, & 
Mojab, 2002).

These contributions have greatly expanded our understanding of how the social 
relations of gender, race, class, age, ability, nation, and language form and inform the 
experiences of adult learners in a variety of social contexts. I want to argue, however, 
that a feminist–materialist framework, one which is explicitly a Marxist-feminist 
approach, adds a necessary dimension to ongoing debates concerning the individual, 
the social, experience, learning, and consciousness—debates that remain active in our 
field as we struggle against a pervasive, psychologized focus on the individual in the 
face of neoliberal reforms and the advance of an imperialist stage of capitalist devel-
opment (Martin 2008; Mojab, 2006). It is my belief that a solution to this problem lies 
in using theoretical tools that neither entrench the individual in abstract universalism 
nor detach the individual from the material relations of cultural life.

Historically, Marxist theorizing in adult education has been mired in debates con-
cerning determination between the base and the superstructure and the relationships 
between material life, consciousness, and human agency (Au, 2010; Rikowski, 1997). 
In embracing the analytic foundations of Marx, I argue that adult educators should 
work from a particular strain of Marxist theorizing, typically known as dialectical 
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historical materialism. In adult education, Paula Allman (1999, 2001, 2007) has thor-
oughly articulated this recent renewal of dialectical conceptualization among Marxist 
theorists and its application to understanding social relations, ideology, and praxis. 
This strain of Marxist theorizing has a long history in adult education, notably in the 
foundational work of Freire and Vygotsky (Au, 2007a, 2007b) and is cropping up in 
renewed discussions concerning the uses of dialectics in Gramsci’s theorization of 
hegemony and civil society (Thomas, 2009). What readers will find qualitatively dif-
ferent in dialectical readings of Marx is a deviation from the determinism of positivist 
political economy toward an emphasis on Marx’s method. This emphasis on the phi-
losophy of internal relations forms the foundation of current Marxist-feminist scholar-
ship, which seeks to explain the experience of not just capitalism but racism and 
patriarchy as well.

Dialectical conceptualization revisits Marx and Engels’s argument concerning the 
dangers of dichotomizing the ideal (our consciousness) and the material (our everyday 
existence). Understood dialectically, the ideal and the material exist in a mutually 
determining relation. This leads to a method of seeing social relationships as com-
posed of mutually determining forces; “opposites” not necessarily in “conflict” per se, 
but which cannot develop outside their relation to one another, a relation based on 
struggle and negation (Allman, 2001). This notion of dialectics is embedded in the 
Marxist-feminist argument that social reality is not a structure or system but is human 
activity and forms of consciousness, intricate forms of human social relations. In this 
way, we foreground Marx and Engels’s (1932/1991) emphasis on “the material world” 
as a focus on the relations through which we produce and reproduce not just our physi-
cal existence but our entire “mode of life” (p. 42) or the intercourse of human rela-
tions. This “mode of life” encompasses not just economic production but the ways in 
which we organize social relations to create that production and mediate our lives 
to reproduce them. This is the important differentiation between “materiality” and 
“matterism” made by Teresa Ebert (1996) and recently extended into educational 
theorization (McLaren & Jaramillo, 2010). In this way, “the material” is understood 
by Marxist-feminists to be socially organized through the social relations of gender 
and race. Race and gender are not just cultural discourses but “no less than active 
social organization” (Bannerji, 2005, p. 149). Bannerji argues that race and gender are 
logics we use to organize our world, the ideas and knowledge we circulate, the ways 
in which we labor and produce. However, they are also actual human active sensuous 
practices, made objective and concrete in our activity and consciousness through ongoing 
acts of racialization and gendering.

From this perspective, the social formations of race, gender, and class are dialecti-
cally related social phenomena and cannot be disarticulated from one another but 
rather continually shape and influence how our behavior and consciousness of each 
develops and changes. Leopoldina Fortunati (1995) and Silvia Federici’s (2004) 
extensive analyses of the historical development of capitalism demonstrate how social 
practices of gendering and “othering” are both preconditions to the development of 
the capitalist mode of production and results. They argue that the “material” base of 
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capitalism developed because of its ability to take hold of and transform and exploit 
already existing social practices of difference and that these social relations constitute 
the social organization of the accumulation of capital. In this way, I understand sex-
ism, racism, and others forms of difference to be social practices historically specific 
to capitalism and, thus, dialectically determined with modes of consciousness that are 
historically specific as well. These forms of consciousness specific to capitalism are 
characterized by the predominance of an epistemology of ideology (Allman, 2007) as 
well as objectification and bifurcation (Smith, 1988). Dialectical conceptualization of 
the ideal and the material gives rise to a critique of ideology as a method of thought, 
based in particular forms of abstraction that reifies the social world outside human 
activity, distorting our understanding of the relations of domination and exploitation 
that characterize our everyday lives (Smith, 1990, 2004). Ideology presents our every-
day experience in an “upside down” fashion, making reality appear as if meaning, 
language, and materiality are divorced from one another rather than dialectically related 
and manifested in definite historical social relations. This separation is a central focus 
of Marxist-feminist critique.

Marxist-feminist theory offers a radically different articulation of difference and 
experience than the notions of “interlocking” or “intersecting” forms of oppression, 
which unfortunately characterizes the recent application of Marxist-feminism in the 
field of adult education (Gouin, 2009), hollowed of its foundations in dialectical 
historical materialism. Marxist-feminists, such as Bannerji, Smith, Ebert, and Mojab, 
begin their scholarship with a rejection of the separation between the realm of ideas 
and the world of the material and the autonomizing of social relations into externally 
related phenomena. At the center of this dialectical formulation of difference is a rethe-
orization of the material as a necessarily sexed and differenced human phenomena 
existing in a dialectical relationship with forms of consciousness. From the perspec-
tive of Marxist-feminist educators we study the social world as an active human proj-
ect of historically organized social practices, relations, and forms of consciousness. 
Feminist scholars in our field are already developing this analysis by examining edu-
cational practices such as lifelong and workplace learning (Colley, 2002, 2010; Mojab, 
2009), informal learning (Gorman, 2007), citizenship learning (Carpenter, 2009), and 
learning in Diaspora and under conditions of war (Gorman & Mojab, 2008; Mojab & 
Gorman, 2003).

Feminist Readings of the 
Individual–Social–Experience Relation
The discipline of education has struggled for many years to establish the nature of 
the relationship between the individual and the social that is realized in the act of 
“learning.” Although early scholarship relied on an overly psychological focus on the 
individual, particularly through the tradition of behaviorism, the role of social rela-
tions, socialization, and culture have been strongly investigated, thanks in no small 
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part to the intervention of feminist scholars (Elias & Merriam, 2005). The question of 
what is “individual” and what is “social” in learning is an ontological and epistemo-
logical question. At the center, it requires an understanding of what constitutes social 
reality, what the relation is between an individual and that reality, and how that reality 
comes to be “known.” Obviously, these questions constitute a vast philosophical 
debate.

In what follows, I want to briefly outline these questions from a Marxist-feminist 
perspective to argue that the theoretical engagements of Marxist-feminism deeply 
disturb the traditional assumptions in education concerning the individual–social–
learning relation. However, the epistemology and ontology of Marxist-feminism, 
which draws heavily from Marx’s early works, is notoriously difficult to articulate and 
is subject to vast misreading. To better explain this position I have provided a brief 
discussion of an ontological assumption within poststructuralism feminism. This 
example is meant to serve merely as that—an example posited for contrast and clarifi-
cation. I do not purport to summarize and criticize the terrain of poststructural femi-
nism, which has been undertaken elsewhere (Ebert, 1996). Rather, I am merely 
illuminating one theoretical argument by showing how it differs from another. Some 
readers may find this engagement with poststructural feminism dissatisfying. I would 
encourage those readers, however, not to be mired in the theoretical antagonism but 
to try and understand how the arguments of Marxist-feminists differ from poststruc-
turalists and how these theoretical positions lead to different assumptions concerning 
learning and pedagogy.

An important part of the theoretical base of poststructural feminism is the notion of 
discursive construction. In this framework, what is of the utmost importance is the 
deconstruction, often through historical inquiry, of the various representations, dis-
courses, and signifiers that characterize our social practices, consciousness, and history, 
and which find their realization in language (Palmer, 1990). With this project in mind, 
poststructural theory compels us to interact with the social world as a historical arrange-
ment of discursive representations in which the individual, the subject, is “caught up” 
in a process of making and unmaking, domination and resistance, “othering,” defining, 
and constant change (Ebert, 2005). Translated back into the practice of adult educa-
tion, the individual, as subject, is in fact “positioned” within these overlapping and 
contradictory discourses. Individual identity is constructed and named through these 
discourses and the work of adult education is then to deconstruct and rename; thus a 
pedagogical emphasis on naming identities, opposing binaries and essentialization, 
and claiming knowledge from these previously, and contemporarily, marginalized 
locations.

Mojab (2009) has argued that this process of naming only partially explains the 
social reality confronted by adult learners. I would argue that this partiality is rooted 
in the ontological assumptions of poststructural thought. The social is theorized as a 
cadre of complicated discursive constructions whereas the individual is the subject 
whose identity is determined, resisted, and negated within those discourses. This 
notion of the social rests on collective, socially constructed hermeneutic processes that 
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characterize the nature of experience. Joan Scott (1992), in a popular argument, encap-
sulated the position in this way:

Subjects are constituted discursively, but there are conflicts among discursive 
systems, contradictions within any one of them, multiple meanings possible 
for the concepts they deploy. And subjects have agency. They are not unified, 
autonomous individuals exercising free will, but rather subjects whose agency 
is created through situations and statuses conferred to them. Being a subject 
means being “subject to definite conditions of existence, conditions of endow-
ment of agents and conditions of exercise.” . . . Subjects are constituted discur-
sively, experience is a linguistic event (it doesn’t happen outside established 
meanings), but neither is it confined to a fixed order of meaning. Since dis-
course is by definition shared, experience is collective as well as individual. 
Experience is a subject’s history. Language is the site of history’s enactment. 
Historical explanation cannot, therefore, separate the two. The question then 
becomes how to analyze language. (p. 34)

An important point made here is the notion that experience does not “happen outside 
established meanings.” This is an embodiment of the essentially postmodern notion 
that reality, or objectivity, does not exist outside individual interpretive processes or 
rather that “there is no escaping what theorists call the hermeneutic circle” (Michelson, 
1996, p. 190). Following Scott’s argument, if the individual is a discursively consti-
tuted subject, the social is the circulation of discourses, and experience is constituted 
through our shared meanings, representations, and discourses, then we arrive at the 
question of language. Feminist pedagogy then becomes the interrogation of discourses, 
the reflection and projection of meanings onto the subject. It also becomes an episte-
mological claim of access to those discourses and the experiences that are constituted 
through them. From the perspective of poststructural feminism, these are the experi-
ences that sit at the center of feminist pedagogical praxis.

To flesh out this position, let us take, for example, the proposal for “situated knowl-
edge” as an epistemological basis for a feminist adult education theory and practice 
(Michelson, 1996). To clarify, “situated knowledge” is not the same thing as “situated 
cognition” or “situated learning.” These terms are familiar to adult educators and are 
typically used to refer to sociocultural theories of context-based learning and “com-
munities of practice.” For feminist adult educators, however, situated knowledge is 
offered as a theoretical tool for addressing the question of the relationship between the 
individual and the social in learning and knowledge production (Haraway, 1988). The 
central argument is that knowledge is based on positionality and that the knowledge of 
the subjugated, produced through experiences of oppression, is privileged in its ability 
to unmask the relations of domination that characterize society and to see beyond the 
infinite vision, “the god trick,” of the objectified universal subject. The claim made is 
that all knowledge, all “seeing,” is partial, local, grounded, subjective, and specific. 
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Experience in this arrangement is the position from which the subjugated “see,” 
remembering that experience is discursively organized and mediated.

Haraway (1988) makes two important and interrelated caveats to the argument of 
situated knowledge. First, the “positionality” of knowledge means that one must be 
very careful not to attempt a false embodiment of the subjugated in claiming to “see” 
from “their” position; hence, Tisdell’s (1998) important emphasis on positionality in 
the classroom and voice and perspective in research. Second, the danger remains that 
the subjugated can be romanticized, and her “sight” digested uncritically. Haraway 
argued that “the positions of the subjugated are not exempt from critical reexamina-
tion, decoding, deconstruction, and interpretation: that is, from both semiological and 
hermeneutic modes of critical inquiry” (p. 584, italics added). At this point, we can see 
that the argument for situated knowledge enacts an ontology and epistemology of 
discourse. The knowing subject produces knowledge from her position, through criti-
cal interrogation, about the discursive constructions of her own subject position. That 
knowledge is then subjected to modes of inquiry that deconstruct the discourses and 
knowledge that frame the hermeneutic of experience in the first place. Armed with 
new knowledge of the discursive construction of her subject position, the knowing 
subject is now able to resist “othering” subjectivities and the institutionalized cultural 
signifiers of various forms of oppression.

This battle is an important political project. The problem for critical adult educators 
is that the aspirations of adult education are not just changed consciousness or new 
modes of interpretation but the radical and revolutionary reorganization of the social 
relations of production. The goal extends beyond resisting representation and toward 
its material transformation. The disagreement, however, is not just about what should 
be the outcomes of feminist education. The argument I am making is that analytical 
tools help us see different political possibilities through the ways in which those tools 
describe and explain our daily lives. For me, the political aspirations of poststructural 
feminism are necessary and have played an important part in my own feminist devel-
opment, but they are not adequate. As Bannerji (2001) has argued, it is true that the 
history and experience of domination creates the need to negate the identity it forms. 
However, resistance to that imposition implies more than the negation of discursive 
constructions. It also projects a new history. What is compelling about an argument 
such as situated knowledge is the kind of power, authority, and voice that can be 
claimed through such a position. However, knowledge that is local and partial, shaped 
by its particular discursive constellation, is unable to articulate a common materiality 
to its formation. Is power condemned to these limits as well? Capital most certainly is 
not. As identified by many critical feminist educators, here the politics of poststructur-
alism come to a crossroad with critical adult education. How can we craft a basis for 
mobilization if experience is understood as local and knowledge is privileged to situ-
ated subject positions? It is for this reason that Marxist-feminist scholars and educa-
tors have attempted to chart a reimagined notion of experience, one that places active 
social relations at its center.
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For Marx, the problem of the individual and the social is cast in the debate between 
idealism and various forms of materialism as philosophical frameworks. Briefly, Marx 
rejected idealism, which posits that human consciousness dictates social reality. Stated 
another way, he objected to the notion that the world we live in is exclusively the 
product of the ideas we have, the language we use to describe it, or the meaning we 
attribute to it or, in other words, discourses that circulate above the ground. The genius 
of The German Ideology is the proof that the exact opposite of idealism, a determinis-
tic materialist philosophy that argues that reality dictates consciousness, is in fact a 
repetition of idealism. For both these perspectives, reality was only considered as “the 
object of contemplation, but not as sensuous human activity, practice, not subjectively” 
(Marx, 1888/1991, p. 121). Marx and Engels argued that their peers were thinking 
about social reality only as forms of consciousness that exist outside of people, or in 
the language of adult educators, as knowledge or culture that is objectified outside the 
learner or as “social forces”’ that condition or contextualize learning. Marx argued that 
social reality is human activity; the social world is made up of all the labors we per-
form in cooperation with one another and the way we think and make meaning of this 
work. The relationship between reality and consciousness is not linear, but dialectic, 
and thus the relationship between the individual and the social is not static or external 
but internal (Allman, 2001).

If the social world is composed of our activity, then we cannot be separated from it. 
This is not a rejection of discourse per se; rather, this is a rejection of the artificial 
separation of discourse and human activity, whereas discourse, objectified human 
consciousness, is theorized as having an independent existence from active human 
material practice. If this were the case we would only “have to fight against these illu-
sions of consciousness. Since according to their fantasy, the relationships of men [sic], 
all their doings, their chains and their limitations are products of consciousness” (Marx 
& Engels, 1932/1991, p. 41). As adult educators, we know that this is not the case. As 
feminists, we struggle to reconcile the deconstruction of the discourses of gender and 
the resistance of “micro-powers” with the continued violent exploitation and dispos-
session of women by capital. This moment of atrophy can be found in the explanatory 
limits of a theoretical framework that disarticulates people from their own labor, their 
own thinking, their own messy, convoluted lives and excises ideology as not just 
though content, but the mode of knowledge production in capitalist social relations.

Marx’s notion of the social is very clearly the total relations and organizations of 
collective life. Often this notion of the social is translated as “material” and is reduced 
to the economic. Marx and Engels’s (1932/1991) explicitly counter this interpretation 
when they argue,

This mode of production must not be considered simply as being the production 
of the physical existence of the individuals. Rather it is a definite form of activ-
ity of these individuals, a definite form of expressing their life, a definite mode 
of life on their part. (p. 42)
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For Marx and Engels, the ways in which we organize our collective life to produce the 
world are bound up in complex forms of human relations. It is particularly crucial that 
feminist adult educators understand that the notion of social and material relations 
expressed by Marx and Engels is not an argument for the centrality or determinism of 
“the economic” or even of production. This is because the social and the material are 
also historical.

This notion has been more clearly fleshed out by Bannerji (2005), who has also 
complicated the notion of “social relations” of capitalism by demonstrating how these 
relations are necessarily gendered and “othered.” The social, contrary to the notion of 
discursive circulation, is understood as a mass of complex, complicated, and dialecti-
cal relations:

I assume “the social” to mean a complex socioeconomic and cultural formation, 
brought to life through myriad finite and specific social and historical relations, 
organizations, and institutions. It involves living and conscious human agents in 
what Marx called their “sensuous, practical human activity.” (p. 146)

Emerging here is a picture of the social world in which we act within meaning in very 
specific ways: a relationship in which meaning and organization mutually determine 
one another. Furthermore, we can see that individuals are understood here not just as 
agents of discursive relations alone but as “conscious human agents” and organizers of 
social life. There is an important difference between conceiving of the world as solely 
forms of consciousness that dictate social practice and pursuing a notion of the dialec-
tical relationships of consciousness and practice, otherwise known as praxis, and of 
the individual and social. The difference is the distance between being able to describe 
conditions of exploitation, domination, and oppression and being able to explain them 
as mutually determining relations between how we think about something and how we 
act. For example, we know that the condition of women in low-wage work around the 
world is an actual practice of labor exploitation that results in a violent experience of 
poverty and which is necessary to the accumulation of capital. We also know that our 
understanding, our consciousness, of labor is that women’s labor, specifically the 
labor of women of color, is less “valuable” in capitalist production. This understand-
ing is not just because we live in patriarchal and colonial discourses but also because 
we practice a patriarchal, imperialist organization of the accumulation of capital. This 
is the mutually determining, dialectical relation of praxis.

A Marxist-feminist approach to the dialectical relation of the individual and the 
social world implies a radically different notion of experience. Feminist adult educa-
tors critique traditional theorizations of experience in adult education for their reliance 
on masculinist notions of rationality (Michelson, 1996; Thompson, 2000). These cri-
tiques of the limitations of Enlightenment epistemologies are important, but I want to 
propose that something deeper is occurring, which has gone unaddressed by the notion 
of experience as a linguistic and hermeneutic event. I want to propose that in the field 
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of adult education we have largely relied on a reified notion of experience as the basis 
for learning theory. By reification I do not mean commodification; this is a relation-
ship that has been profoundly misunderstood in our field. By reification I mean, sim-
ply, “mistaking abstract concepts for real entities” (Sayer, 1987, p. 54). This is part of 
the epistemological process Marx identified as ideology, which is often taken to sim-
ply mean a system of ideas or that knowledge is produced through abstraction. In this 
mistake lies the feminist critique of Marx’s epistemic rationality. It is worth pointing 
out that the fact that all knowledge relies on abstraction does not, in turn, mean that all 
abstractions are based on reason or even on science or any sense of objectivity or sub-
jectivity. Even the deconstruction of discourse relies on abstraction. Abstraction itself 
is not necessarily the enemy, rather the manner of the abstraction, which is coupled 
with the realization that the method of abstraction is a political project. In this way, 
adult educators have reified experience because we have theorized it as an abstraction 
from an abstraction; we have posited it as a static entity that is an experience of the 
world and not in the world, certainly not in a world of our own historical making. It is 
for this reason that Marx and Engels’s (1932/1991) argue that

the premises from which we being are not arbitrary ones . . . they are real indi-
viduals, their activity and the material conditions under which they live, both 
those which they find already existing and those produced by their activity. (p. 42)

If we follow a Marxist-feminist ontology, then “experience” is our participation in 
disjointed social relations and our moment of pedagogical movement is the “fault line” 
of dissonance in praxis (Smith, 1988). This means we do not attempt to understand 
experience as a prereflective, sensory-driven phenomenon or only as the movement of 
meanings. Instead, we focus on the “particular historical forms of social relations that 
determine that experience” (Smith, 1988, p. 49). In this way, we move beyond under-
standing “the ideas, images, and symbols in which our experience is given social form 
as that neutral floating thing called culture” (Smith, 1988, p. 54). Instead, we focus on 
how we construct knowledge from our experience in relation to delineating the histori-
cal and material relations that condition it and which constitute our social world. From 
a Marxist-feminist perspective, the notion of experience must consider the complexity 
of these material appearances and forms. As Bannerji (2001) has argued, the self is not 
a “found object on the ground of ontology, nor are they to be seen only as functions of 
discourses” (p. 3). By this Bannerji is referring to the Marxist epistemological notion 
that individuals and their practice in the world are the embodiment of the dialectical 
relationship between forms of consciousness and the active human social relations that 
make up our everyday experience. Furthermore, these social relations are understood 
to have both a universal and particular character. This is contrary to the notion that all 
experience, and thus all knowledge, is local and partial. Although I am not arguing that 
knowledge is infinite, I am agreeing with these Marxist-feminist scholars who search 
for a base in theory to describe, explain, and transform the experiences of oppression 
that drive critical learning in the first place. For these scholars, the interrogation of 
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experience must be situated with a historical analysis of capitalist social relations to 
engage in resistance and transformation.

To make the claim that our experiences take place within definite historical social 
relations is to claim a kind of universality to them. By that I mean that we all live within 
the historical relations of the capitalist mode of production. Even those of us who live 
on the periphery of that form of production act within a world characterized by its inner 
logic. This claim, however, is not the same thing as the long history of economic deter-
minism associated with positivist forms of political economy. I am rejecting any notion 
that “class,” understood mechanistically or simply, is the vulgar base of all forms of 
oppression. Determinism, either of the economic or cultural sort, will not do, although 
it is an extremely seductive position. Even the most sophisticated of Marxist-feminist 
scholars, such as Ebert (1996, 2005), struggle to theorize their way out of a rigid read-
ing of materialism. To substitute one for the other seems a false direction.

Rather, as a Marxist-feminist, I understand forms of oppression to be bound up with 
each other and mutually determined with the social relations of capitalism. This is not 
to say that patriarchy or racism did not exist before capitalism. Rather, history condi-
tions our experience of these forms of oppression. In advanced capitalist democracies, 
we do not experience patriarchy as women did under feudalism, although feudal and capi-
talist forms of patriarchy exist in many societies today (Bannerji, Mojab, & Whitehead, 
2001). Colonialism, the historical period of capitalist expansion, and imperialism, its 
current period of development, characterize our understandings of racial difference. By 
this I mean that race is sexed and classed, class is sexed and raced, sex is classed and 
raced, and so on. This understanding of difference is necessary to a Marxist-feminist 
understanding of experience. Haraway (1988) has argued that

there is no way to “be” simultaneously in all, or wholly in any, of the privileged 
(i.e. subjugated) positions structured by gender, race, nation, and class. . . . The 
search for such a “full” and total position is the search for the fetishized perfect 
subject of oppositional history. (p. 586)

Bannerji (1995) has argued the opposite. It is impossible to disarticulate these social 
relations from one another without objectifying the social and artificially separating 
relations of oppression from one another through a cultural logic that segments race 
and gender from capital and class and reformulates them as autonomous and “inter-
secting” phenomena. Again, we return to the problem of theorizing the social as some-
thing other than historically subjective human practice.

Advancing a Marxist-Feminist 
Theory of Learning and Praxis
Advancing a theory of learning from a Marxist-feminist position requires three inter-
related intellectual projects. The first is to contribute to the continued development of 
a rigorous, historical, and scientific understanding of the circulation and accumulation 



30  Adult Education Quarterly 62(1)

of capital and its constituent social relations that compose the daily experience of adult 
learners. Second, to understand these relations, our experience and forms of conscious-
ness and their transformation, we must deeply explore Marxist notions of dialectics, 
contradiction, and negation. Third, we must continue the work of multiple scholars who 
have engaged the question of ideology but expand this work by not only discussing 
ideology as content but as an epistemology and, thus, a pedagogical practice.

Feminist scholars in adult education have taken great and extensive pains to docu-
ment the many different ways in which women learn in varied social and political 
contexts. What we often neglect in this documentation is that the learning we are 
describing in feminist accounts is not “learning” per se, learning abstracted, learning 
differentiated, although this is how we name it. This “learning” is a historically spe-
cific mode of coming to know the world around you based on the ideological forms 
and appearances of capitalist social relations. We experience the world as fractured, 
disconnected, and nonlinear: the ways in which we (un)learn this world appear to be 
the same. This is not evidence of what “learning” is; this is evidence of “learning” in 
a capitalist, patriarchal, racist, heterosexist world. The efforts by Marxist-feminist 
educators to revise our notion of adult learning are not limited to reworking our theo-
retical paradigms for the purposes of new descriptions of social phenomenon. Rather, 
a Marxist-feminist notion of adult learning pushes us to consider the relationship between 
active social organization, reorganization, and learning; while consciousness moves in 
unconscious ways, the outcome of educational efforts will not be just new ways to 
make meaning but transformed human relations and practice.

The critique of ideology as pedagogical practice begs the question of Marxist-
feminist methods of practice. At this point in the development of Marxist-feminist 
theory in adult education, it would be premature to be prescriptive about pedagogical 
methods. It is apparent that the argument I have made here implies a strong role for the 
educator and for understanding education as a purposeful, intentional pedagogic inter-
vention. I have always gravitated to the notion of the two-eyed teacher found in Myles 
Horton’s (1990) work and to his articulation of the dual character of teaching. As an 
educator, I begin with everyday experience and consciousness; for lack of better lan-
guage, I work from where the learner is “at.” At the same time, my role as educator is 
to challenge, interrogate, and make sure that learning is an active process of change 
and negation, corresponding to the actual forms and practices of social life. Only in 
this way can the potential of Marx’s humanism be fulfilled.

Moving forward it is important to develop Marxist-feminist pedagogy through the 
theory of revolutionary praxis. Although there is much overlap and similarity in intent 
and processes across feminist pedagogical projects and the interrogation of experience 
remains the central epistemological project of adult education, the revolutionary 
notion of praxis implies a few reorientations on the part of adult educators. Reflection 
cannot stop at the acknowledgment of shared experience and cannot fast forward to 
political action. Analysis has to go beyond experience itself and into the social condi-
tions that determine experience and the forms of consciousness we use to interpret our 
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experience. These conditions and our relation to them have to be interrogated as a 
source of knowledge and the conditions have to be historicized and understood as rela-
tions. If race is the salient characteristic of an experience, our reflection must expand 
beyond race to “race in relation.” This means that Marxist-feminist educators have to 
reject the antitheory orientation of pragmatism. Critical praxis requires abstraction of 
not just what we think but how we think. This is the intellectual method of revolution-
ary praxis—the critical theorization of the social self.

In conclusion, and to summarize, a Marxist-feminist theory of adult learning will 
begin with a completely revised notion of the individual, the social, and experience drawn 
from a feminist and antiracist extension of dialectical historical materialism. This ontol-
ogy is a dialectical historical materialism in which the social is posited as sensuous 
human practice and people as the historical agents of their own world. I want to empha-
size in advancing a Marxist-feminist theory of adult learning that it is just as important 
to pay attention to forms of consciousness as social organization and practice. Discourse 
is important. It is important to recognize that our attractions to this notion of the social, 
particularly as educators, are understandable. We want to embrace these ideas because 
they provide us with some kind of validity for the very visceral experience of oppression. 
However, in embracing them, we cross ourselves. We undermine our own ability to go 
beyond and outside, to “split open” the world we have received from the past. We deny 
history, our own imaginative capacities, and the possibility of an active reorganization of 
both our consciousness and our collective social life.
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