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Abstract

Over the past 75 years, the development agencies in the Global North have been
delivering unrequested interventions to empower women and girls in the Global South
through various programmes, including education. However, women and girls in Latin
America, Asia, Africa, and the Middle East continue to suffer through vulnerabilities
produced by structural uncertainties and dangers created by the same system that delivers
these interventions. This is inherently connected to the colonial and neo-colonial projects,
which have destroyed the rich philosophical and knowledge structures of the Global South.

This thesis critically examines modern philosophies and ancient wisdoms to
formulate a framework that can facilitate the empowerment of women and girls by
answering the question: do educational experiences empower women in non-Western
societies? This thesis critiques the mainstream empowerment and development discourse
and relevance of ancient wisdom by addressing the coloniality that persists in development
programmes and educational approaches that erroneously assume a deficit of
empowerment and prior knowledge.

This research adopts a qualitative research approach with a three-method process
that includes both mainstream and ancient analytical and theoretical frameworks. The
insight generated by this research has contributed to new knowledge in academia, policy,
and practice in this field by identifying the interconnected importance of; a) informal
education, b) traditional knowledge systems, c) ancient wisdoms, and d) the meaning of
empowerment and wellbeing for women through their lived experiences.

The key findings indicate an intricate relationship between wellbeing and
empowerment. The findings further show women are already empowered. As part of the
recommendations of this thesis, a proposed framework grounded in humility, co-creation,
and self-governance advocates for an alternative engagement to facilitate the realisation of
empowerment. In addition, one can manage the external world with joy through the
realisation of inner strengths, which is true empowerment in an uncertain and dangerous

world.

Keywords: empowerment, wellbeing, education, ancient wisdom, women, girls,

indigenous practices.
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1 Introduction

1.1 Rationale

This PhD critically examines global mainstream education and whether it
facilitates the empowerment of girls and women living in marginalised and
disadvantaged settings. The largely uncontested assumption that mainstream
education facilitates empowerment legitimises an education system that guards the
interests of a globalised market economy (lllich et al., 1978; Illich; 1977, 1973,
1970). The link between women’s empowerment is also at the centre of this critical
examination of education. This thesis looks beyond mainstream education
approaches and examines traditional knowledge systems, ancient wisdom and
philosophies that remain on the margins of a formal education system focused on

accreditation (Shiva, 1999).

Education, empowerment, and wellbeing are central concepts in women’s
development discourse. Women and girls from marginalised and disadvantaged
backgrounds are part of the social groups that feature on empowerment
programme agendas by international development agencies, eager to enhance
capabilities and formal participation in all spheres of society (United Nations, 2015).
This thesis critically looks at disentangling empowerment from the ontological and
epistemological understanding of women mainly from the Global South, who have
experienced marginality and rurality (Bush, 2000). The good intentions of teachers,
aid workers and health workers that proliferate the space of women’s
empowerment are largely based on the uncontested assumption that they are
devout of empowerment. The political, social, economic, cultural, and
environmental factors that create vulnerable settings from an uneven development
context are misconstrued as states of disempowerment (Butler, 2020; Kleinman,
1995). It is from this misconstrued notion of women’s empowerment (that
resembles murky waters,) that solutions emerge to save those from

underdevelopment (Abu-Lughod, 2002, Rodney, 1972).
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The justification to this thesis lies in the darker aspect of the European
invention of modernity. The enticement of idealism conceals the interlinkage to
coloniality (Walter, 2007), which raises the question: are the inequities of a modern
neoliberal capitalist system being shouldered by women and girls routinised to

suffering from this system's failure? As argued by Kleinman (1995, p.101):

There are routinised forms of suffering that are either shared
aspects of human conditions — chronic illness or death — or
experiences of deprivation and exploitation and degradation and
oppression that certain categories of individuals (the poor, the
vulnerable, the defeated) are especially exposed to and others
relatively protected from.

The research title ‘Beyond Schools and Jobs: How Can Education Empower
Women to ‘Become’; The ‘Beyond’ relates to being able through learning to draw
out new paths of empowerment. To venture beyond the dictatorship of institutions
stems disobedience. This thesis captures the internal struggle to be free from the
oppressor (Freire, 1972). In this vein, the thesis draws from the autobiographies of
Fidel Castro (1926 — 2016), Mahatma Gandhi (1861 — 1948), and Nelson Mandela
(1913 — 2013) who have interwoven strands of rebellion, self-inquiry, and the
rapturous pursuit to freedom. It is a paradox that such distinct historical figures
share the ability to master ‘self-creation.” As Gandhi argued, his ability to take India
to independence was made possible by ‘experiments’ in living (Gandhi, 2001, p.2).

Such historical figures left a legacy, irrespective of human failings.

The journey to empowerment and links to wellbeing is a central theme of
this thesis. Before embarking on this PhD journey, | was passionate about women’s
and girls' empowerment and viewed education as a tool to plateau the
disproportionate injustices that proliferate the lives of women and girls (World
Economic Forum: WEF, 2019). This PhD led me on a journey of reckoning and
introspection (M, 2017; Shah, 2011b; Nauriyal, Drummond and Lal, 2006). The
qualitative research design to this thesis facilitated my ability to engage
authentically as an equal with the narratives of the key stakeholders in this
research. Furthermore, the disciplines, such as sociology, anthropology, human
geography, psychology, economics, and politics, and theories of health, public
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health, health economy, and health ecology, and ancient philosophies such as
Buddhism, Hinduism, Taocism, Mayan, and African traditions have all influenced the
critical examination of education, empowerment, health, and wellbeing. This thesis
applies a multidisciplinary, interdisciplinary, and intradisciplinary approach. The
relevance of ancient philosophies was identified by the scoping review through its
findings that signalled to a gap within the literature regarding ancient wisdom and
indigenous knowledge. Subsequently, in conducting the narrative literature review
(Chapter 5) the rich histories have become highly influential to this thesis. For
example, the first university established was in India, called Nalanda in the 5%
century (Nalanda University, 2020), and the Chipko concept (Shiva, 1999) and
African traditions like Ubuntu (Ngomane, 2019) showcase the depth of knowledge
that is overlooked by the Western-centric education system. Moreover, these
theories ground the thesis away from a Western colonial normative framework

(Ryder, Mackean, et al., 2020).

As a Colombian-born woman who experienced poverty and marginality both
in Colombia and as a child refugee in the United Kingdom, the examples of
empowerment from my mother and grandmother became removed. My reflection
and positionality are discussed in detail in the methodology (Chapter 3). What
emerged from my reflective process is that | am a woman from the Global South
that comes from a collective culture. We can at times confuse our authentic selves
because of daily interactions in Western society. The many tensions that arise from
my background are further explored in this thesis, particularly the tension of
conducting research based on Southern epistemologies while writing to fit
Northern context and norms. English is my second language, and much of my
thinking is just as much in Colombian Spanish, and this shows in the manner in
which | express myself through my writing. The mainstream education system that
shaped much of my life failed to foster a reflective process to interconnect with
their empowerment despite different settings. Despite my inability to connect with
their journeys to empowerment, the self-governance, determination, perseverance,
and freedom that the women before me exercised remained palpable (Allende,

2004). In this, mainstream education is also a tool for division (Bush, 2000). Global
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structures weave narratives to preserve the need for dependability on institutions
like schooling. Similarly, in this way, my grandmother and mothers’ journeys to
empowerment were shrouded in vulnerability like a cloth that wraps tightly around
many women and girls, that deny their agency (Butler, 2020b; Wright and
Jayawickrama, 2020; Lindekens and Jayawickrama, 2019; Shiva, 1999).

The learning that was conducive to the empowerment of my mother and
grandmother falls beyond the margins of mainstream education. The formal
education system that reduces education to a memorisation and accreditation
process, extracts the richness of learning from non-formal and informal education
(Giroux, 2001b; lllich, 1970). This thesis examines the breadth of education. From
the scoping review (see Chapter 4) and narrative literature review (see Chapter 5)
conducted in preparation for this PhD, | came to learn of the influential theory of
empowerment through a pedagogical process of introspection (Freire, 1972). The
outcome of introspective learning is the emergence of new realities and identities
as outlined in the scoping review’s findings (Acharya and Robinson-Pant, 2019;
Walker and Loots, 2018; Wilson-Strydom, 2017; Shah, 2016a, 2011a; Omwami,
2015; Seeberg, 2014, 2008; Wiggins, 2012; Dejaeghere and Lee, 2011; Nkechinyere
Amadi, 2011; Zhao, 2011). This is discussed as an integral part of the
multidimensionality of empowerment as a process to gain control over one’s life
and foster power in people and communities (Page and Czuba, 1999). This
awakening through pedagogy resonates with the work of scholars like Illich (1978;
1973; 1970) and Freire (1972), who advocate for the radical transformation of the
modern education system as a tool to regain one’s humanity and freedom to
enthuse the world with a creativity that lies dormant within. As argued by Freire
(1972, p.30):

The pedagogy of the oppressed, a pedagogy which must be forged

with, not for, the oppressed (whether individuals or peoples) in the

incessant struggle to regain their humanity. This pedagogy makes

oppression and its causes objects of reflection by the oppressed,

and from that reflection will come their necessary engagement in

the struggle for their liberation. And in the struggle this pedagogy
will be made and remade.
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At the outset of any discussion that involves empowerment arises the
inextricable ontological pursuit into understanding one’s personhood (Nussbaum,
2000). Butler (2020, pp.14-17) in her critique on individualism, examines equality of
persons as encompassing social interdependency, looking beyond the threshold of
the body to establish the intrinsic value of all life. Furthermore, the inequality
marker that plagues the social, political, economic, geographical, and
environmental landscape is a continuum of the expansions in a market economy
principled on the maximisation of profit and capital accumulation over wellbeing
and the regeneration of the environment (Shiva, 1999; Smith, 1984). Therefore, the
political fictions grounded on the epistemological assumption of nature as external,
objectified in theory, propagate the superhero, the self-made man, the self-
sufficient pioneer as ideals negating the essentiality of human interactions of care

(Kleinman, 2020; Smith, 1984).

Against the backdrop of the COVID-19 global pandemic, the fragmentation
of global mainstream education has become an imperative issue from a health and
wellbeing perspective (The Economist, 2021; Pandya, 2020). The failed institution
that is education has commoditised learning, divorcing learning from health
(Pandya, 2020; The World Bank, 2020). In addition, the disenfranchisement of
critical thinking and introspection that work towards the liberation of humans
(Kariyawasam, 2014; Vivekananda, 1989) is substituted for a system of bondage, as
argued by lllich (1973, p.19):

The commodity called "education" and the institution called

"school" make each other necessary. The circle can be broken only

by a widely shared insight that the institution has come to define

the purpose. Values abstractly stated are reduced to mechanical

processes that enslave men. This serfdom can be broken only by the

joyful self-recognition of the fool who assumes personal
responsibility for his folly.

Based on this premise, the thesis looks at challenging the ignorance formed
by the non-self — the false illusions that govern our sense of being, stemming from a
reductionist colonial Western thinking that dominates institutions such as

mainstream healthcare and education, by adopting ancient wisdom and non-
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mainstream pedagogical approaches as alternative lenses (M, 2017, 2012;
Kleinman, 1995; Rao, no date). In addition, the thesis incorporates a position of
humility in acknowledging that “We do not know” neither fully grasp the “Who am |
really?” These are central inquiries woven into the chapters of the thesis and the

overall research aim and objectives.
1.2 Defining Key Concepts and Terms

This section defines the key concepts and terms that are used throughout
this thesis. These key concepts and terms are contested and can be confusing
outside of the thesis. The thesis encumbers a wide scope regarding empowerment,
education, and wellbeing due to the inequalities on global platforms. As the focus
of this research is women in different contexts, and in those different contexts

there are different meanings to these concepts and terms.

e Western: In this thesis | use this term and concept of Western not
from a geographic perspective. What is referred here are the
philosophical foundations and practices that have been ‘made’
universal through the colonial and neo-colonial project (Smith,
1990). In that, | am not dividing between people but pointing to the
gap between people that have access to the Western knowledge
philosophy and practices and those that do not. The use of Western
in this thesis transcends colour, race, and geography.

e Coloniality: This refers to the colonial project of 1492 onwards.
Where the European powers physically conquered the rest of the
world for the imposition of an accumulation wealth monopoly by
looting and destroying native societies (Rodney, 1972). In addition,
coloniality refers to the neo-liberal capital market project which
continues to colonise the minds of people through education, social
activities, political interventions, and economic activities (Prashad,
2012).

¢ Femininity and Masculinity: This thesis understands the femininity

and masculinity as useful energies to deal with rather than the
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division of sex and gender between men and women (Shiva, 1999).
Within this there is no value judgement within these terms. The
concepts are borrowed from the ancient philosophies from the
Indian sub-continent.

Uneven Development: | use the term uneven development because
the mainstream concepts and interventions of development are
based on capitalism. Capitalism, which creates persistent differences
in levels and rates of access to resources in different sectors in a
society (Smith, 1990).

Ancient Wisdoms: Compared to modern knowledge which
accumulates through a logical process and is delivered through a
top-down practices. The Ancient wisdoms were gained and realised
through internal processes. This thesis refers to wisdom as the
quality of having individual experience knowledge and judgement
(Vivekananda, 1989).

Suffering through Uncertainty and Danger: This thesis comes from
an understanding that life is uncertain and dangerous (Kleinman,
2006). These uncertainties and danger can be due to external
disabling structures such as disasters, health crises, and job losses.
Through this research process this thesis understands that suffering
defines the human experience. Dealing with uncertainty and danger
can be part of one’s pedagogical journey to empowerment (Solnit,
2010).

Depravation vs Contentment: There is a thin line between
depravation of needs and contentment. This thesis does not
condone depravation of needs which can be caused by social,
political, cultural, economic and environmental factors. As argued by
Sen (1999), this thesis agrees that everyone should have the right to
the freedom to be developed. However, this thesis argues that
contentment is an essential part of empowerment because it avoids

greed, pride and jealousy that leads to suffering (lllich, 1973).
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1.3 Aim and Objectives

The purpose of the thesis is to: reposition health and wellbeing back into
education, and empowerment as an imperative. In doing that, this research
critiques the global policies, frameworks, and practice on external interventions

including the sustainable development agenda.

The aim of this PhD is to critically examine the modern philosophies and
ancient wisdoms to formulate a framework that can facilitate the empowerment of

women and girls. The following three objectives are established to achieve this aim:

1. To examine the mainstream knowledge systems, policies, and practices on
education and empowerment.

2. To analyse philosophies and ancient wisdoms on pedagogical approaches
that facilitate empowerment, which have been marginalised by the
colonial and neo-colonial projects. The destruction and marginalisation of
these non-mainstream pedagogical approaches is weaved into the critical
examination of education.

3. To formulate a framework to facilitate the empowerment of girls and

women in contrast to intervention-based educational approaches.

The framework developed in this thesis ties in with the lens of self-
governance, resilience, and freedom to understand women's empowerment. This
thesis addresses the phenomena of empowerment, education, and wellbeing as

viewed by the women central in this research and the facilitators to empowerment.
Research Questions

Based on this aim and objectives, the following key question was developed
given that women in non-western societies are subjected to development and

educational interventions with an aim to empower them.

Do educational experiences empower women in non-western societies?
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The following sub-questions were included to understand the link between
education and empowerment based on lived experiences of women, especially

from the Global South.

1. What constitutes empowerment through education? (Method: Personal
account for the journey seeking empowerment)

2. What is the experience of empowerment through education? (Method:
Virtual community observation and participation)

3. How does education facilitate the empowerment of girls and women in
relation to health and wellbeing and the ability to make meaningful life

choices? (Method: Key stakeholder engagement)

The refined research question and sub-questions to this thesis contribute to
the future fields of education, empowerment, health, and wellbeing by establishing
pedagogical approaches that facilitate empowerment integral to women, girls, and
communities within a global context (Nussbaum, 2000; Shiva, 1999; Kleinman,
1995; lllich, 1973, 1970). Furthermore, the unquantifiable nature of lived
experiences is interlinked to empowerment, learning, and wellbeing. Therefore it is
through a qualitative research study and the use of narratives as data that can elicit
in-depth descriptive data uncovering moral worlds that define how women
experience empowerment and the concept of becoming (Kleinman, 2020). In this,
becoming is a process of presencing which discusses the intimate journeying and

transformative aspect of empowerment.

This qualitative research study investigates and builds on the emerging
scoping review question, (the Scoping Review is in Chapter 4) “Do contemporary
educational approaches facilitate empowerment?” and the narrative literature
review question, (the Narrative Literature Review is in Chapter 5) “Can ancient

pedagogical approaches be adapted to facilitate empowerment?”

The above questions are strongly connected to the aim and objectives of

this research and have facilitated achieving them. This has been explained in detail
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in the Discussion and Recommendations (In Chapter Nine) and in the Conclusion

(Chapter Ten).
1.4 Methodological Framework

The lived experiences of women and their journey to empowerment is a
central focus to this thesis. The aim and objectives of this research looks at the
paternalistic approach to pedagogical approaches and development policies that
have convoluted what empowerment means to women. Thus, this research study
used a qualitative research design, a three-method process to capture the

experience of empowerment through education:

1. A personal account of the journey of seeking empowerment through
education.
2. A participant observation of a virtual community.

3. Key informant interviews.

The three-method process design enabled a reflective space that challenged
preconceived notion of women’s empowerment and biases towards marginalised
and rural women formed by formal schooling. The methodological framework
enables an engagement process with the key stakeholders that goes beyond in-
depth qualitative interviews. In such manner the ontological and epistemological
experiences by the key stakeholders were not distorted by my understanding of
empowerment (Yanchar, Gantt and Clay, 2005). As the PhD progressed, the findings
from the scoping review and the narrative literature review informed the study of
contemporary, non-mainstream, and ancient pedagogical approaches. In addition,
only a qualitative methodology could capture the experience of the phenomenon
studied and the notion of “becoming.” A qualitative research design allowed for the
critical examination of the pedagogical approaches in formal, non-formal, and
informal education. The three-method process investigates what constitutes
empowerment through education including: tracing the lives of my mother and
grandmother through an autoethnographic account, observing a virtual community
and studying the links between education, health, and wellbeing through the

journey to empowerment by the key stakeholders.
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The research design borrows general concepts of qualitative methodologies
such as the technique of digital ethnography and autoethnography, indigenous
methodology, critical methods, phenomenology, grounded theory, critical Buddhist
theory, and feminist theory. In addition, grounded theory, thematic analysis,
interpretative phenomenological analysis, and a gonzo journalist analysis were used
for the data analysis. This qualitative interpretative research design does not follow
a methodological rigidity, but rather a pluralist approach to generate a
complementary understanding of human phenomena. Thus, the three- method
process, a systematic rigour is applied to the research design led by a question-
driven approach instead of method-driven one (Yanchar, Gantt and Clay, 2005;
Feyerabend, 1975). In adopting a critical method lens, this research inquiry
recognises the need for a research strategy and innovation that evolves through a
theoretically informed process and researcher reflexivity essential to scientific

progress (Yanchar, Gantt and Clay, 2005, p.36).

The considerable disruption caused by the Covid-19 pandemic to travel, and
in-person field research meant the project design and research questions had to be
adapted. A virtual ethnographic design benefited this research in terms of reach.
Furthermore, the qualitative methodologies and theories support the primary ethos
of the research that calls on learning from women themselves rather than holding a
paternalistic approach to understanding empowerment. The key stakeholders in
this research provide rich and in-depth accounts of their experience of
empowerment through non-formal, informal, and formal educational experiences.
In addition, the women participants have ample life experience and work
experience in representing organisations such as the United Nations (UN),
international non-governmental organisations (INGOs), local non-governmental
organisations (NGOs) active in the empowerment of girls and women and on issues
of health and wellbeing. Using digital platforms has benefited the research,
allowing for a wider participant reach covering women from the Middle East, Asia,
Africa, and Latin America, which would not have been possible if the research had
remained focused on country-specific field research. The details are in the

Methodology, Methods, and Caveats Chapter (Chapter Three).
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1.5 Theoretical Underpinning

The theoretical underpinning to the thesis stems from the findings from the scoping
review (Chapter Four) and the narrative literature review (Chapter Five) discuss
empowerment as liberation and self-governance. Despite the complex social,
political, cultural, and religious differences between women, commonalities
emerged in women’s ontological and epistemological understanding of
empowerment and education (Seeberg, 2014, 2008; Shah, 2011). In addition, an
important theoretical underpinning to this thesis is the emergence of care. Care as
a concept is supported by pedagogical approaches that infuse a co-learning
approach, mentorship, and the cultivation of friendship as relevant to a pedagogy
that fosters empowerment (Freire, 1972; lllich, 1970). In contrast to Liberating
pedagogy, formal mainstream education, rooted in hierarchal structures with a
strict accreditation system has a negative impact on the health and wellbeing of its
learners. Thus, education with a non-hierarchal structure facilitates empowerment,
as shown in (Shah, 2011; Freire, 1972; lllich, 1970). Furthermore, the theoretical
underpinning of this thesis argues that empowerment is manifested strongly
through acts of love and the enhancement of community bonds, challenging the
economic association of an empowered woman from the Western mainstream
development discourse. This thesis links education and empowerment and argues
that education is the perfect tool to facilitates a journey to liberation. The self-
reflective process that is a central pedagogical approach is further examined
regarding theoretical underpinnings of resistance, liberation and perseverance that
all challenge the external application of knowledge (lllich, 1970). In this exploration
of the self, critical thinking is developed through experimentation and lived
experiences, which draws in the relevance of informal and non-formal education
(Gandhi, 2001). In addition, and from an ancient philosophical lens, harmony,
suppleness, balance, and happiness are the underpinnings to understanding health

and wellbeing.
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1.6 Key Findings

The key findings from the research analysis, the autoethnographic account (Chapter
Six), the digital ethnography (Chapter Seven), and the key stakeholder engagements
(Chapter 8) are supported and validated by the scoping review findings and the
narrative literature review. As summarised in the key findings show that challenges
and suffering form an important part of the empowerment and learning landscape,
indicating that marginalised and rural women, and women from non-Western

societies have agency.

The virtual community’s participant observation findings show group
dynamics change by varying power dynamics linked to funding, creating an
involuntary hierarchal presence. This is largely imposed by representatives of INGOs
that sit in the Global North. In this way, the research looks at presence as an

important key finding and the ability to manage discomfort (Kleinman, 2017).

Intergenerational leadership amongst women from the Global South and to
exercise a deep listening is interconnected with presence and authenticity, which
play an important part in the experience of learning. Furthermore, the main
findings from the autoethnographic account and the key stakeholder engagements
show that empowerment was not a consequence of an independent educational
experience, but rather, a result of co-arising educational experiences, as depicted in
Buddhist thought, contrary to the Western notion of causality (Schipper, 2012,
p.17).

The learning that formed the personhood of my grandmother and my
mother and their capabilities to endure, survive, and flourish was largely non-
formal and informal education. All the key stakeholders discuss frustrations that are
particular with a rigid education system, and this same frustration of rigidness is
relevant to the workplace. The key findings show a direct link between these
systems and the adverse effect on the health and wellbeing of women and girls.
Understanding empowerment as a multidimensional process enabling the control

of one’s life needs to be established within the ideal that the universe is plural, and
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consequentially empowerment too will be manifested within this same plurality

(Kleinman, 2020, p.170; Page and Czuba, 1999).

Literature Review

Autoethnography
and Key Stakeholder
Engagements

Digital Ethnography

Social capital, mentorship, and community bonds for empowerment
Strict curriculum and hierarchies stagnate empowerment

Education is first and foremost about understanding the “Who am 1
Freedom and liberation

Critical thinking through experiment

Suppleness of mind and body to cope with difficulties

Health is balance and balance is happiness

Oneness

Challenges and suffering as important lessons of life

Family bonds and encouragement from fathers and grandfathers
Entering formal education with awareness

Community and wisdom facilitate empowerment

Bureaucracies and hierarchal systems frustrate the journey to
empowerment

The ontological understanding to empowerment is a journey understood
greater self-respect and self-governance

Suppleness in coping with challenges

Hierarchies and power stagnate empowerment, bonding, and care
Care and support bring a unification to members

Working on projects that are relevant to the members creates a more
dynamic learning between members

The social, cultural, economic, geographical influences that enforce
power, changes the group dynamics and collaborations

White Western discomfort when faced with awkwardness and challenges.
There is also the inability to Not know

To not know does not come from a place of ignorance
Intergenerational leadership amongst women from non-Western
societies unifies both women members from the Global South and
women members from the Global North

Figure 1 Summary of key findings from the methodological approach.
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1.7 Thesis Structure

The chapters in this thesis provide a logical and coherent structure that
blends in the complex and multifaceted themes of empowerment, learning, health

and wellbeing from both Western and non-Western ontology and epistemology.

Chapter 1: Introduction. The introduction chapter introduces the key
elements of the thesis, providing a justification for the research. The content,

research questions, and key findings are also presented.

Chapter 2: Background. This chapter is written using five main headings with
interlinking topics. The chapter sets out the theoretical foundation on decoloniality,
non-Euro-American epistemology and a strong examination of health and
wellbeing. The chapter further establishes the current state of disorientation and
discusses in detail southern epistemology which is central to this thesis. The Chipko
concept, resistance, wisdom and the Feminine Principle are core to theoretical
foundation of this thesis. The basis for understanding Chipko as a concept and not
just an ecological movement comes from the premise of the de-legitimisation of
Western mainstream education and its monopoly on learning. The presumption of
a deficit of knowledge legitimises one group as scientists and the other as ignorant

through a complex system of accreditation.

Chapter 3: Methodology, Methods, and Caveats. The methodology chapter
presents the choices of methodology, methods, and caveats that were appropriate

to answer the research questions.

Chapter 4: Scoping Literature Review. This chapter is the first part of the
literature review conducted. The scoping review presents the initial key findings
and discusses the absence of non-mainstream, ancient wisdom, and philosophy in
the current literature on education, women’s empowerment, and health and

wellbeing.

Chapter 5: Narrative Literature Review. The narrative literature review was
conducted following on from the findings from the scoping review. This chapter

looks at the wisdom and philosophies of Hindu, Buddhist, Ancient African, Ancient
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Mayan, and Daoist texts and their adaptability for and relevance to mainstream

education.

Chapter 6: Findings and Analysis: Personal Account. This chapter is an
autoethnographic account of my life, my mother, and mothers’ journey to
empowerment. It has an emotive writing style similar to a family autobiography.
The social, political, cultural, and religious contexts to our life stories are the

grounding for this autoethnography.

Chapter 7: Digital Ethnography. This chapter presents the digital
ethnographic research of a virtual community and the interactions and learning of
its members. This chapter has a unique writing style compared with the other

chapters as it uses a gonzo journalistic approach for analysis.

Chapter 8: Findings and Analysis: Key Stakeholder Engagements. The key
stakeholder engagements report the journeys to empowerment by these key
stakeholders providing a rich detailed context from a personal perspective and a
professional one. The interviews are conducted in two parts allowing a rich

discussion on empowerment, learning, and wellbeing.

Chapter 9: Discussion and Recommendations. The discussion and
recommendations chapter combines the three-method process. The findings and
analysis of all three of these stages are brought together to present a framework

for the facilitation of empowerment for women and girls in a developing context.

Chapter 10: Conclusion. This chapter brings in the reflective element of this
PhD and whether its pedagogical approaches have facilitated my empowerment.
This chapter provides the operationalisation of the framework that is

recommended for facilitators of empowerment.
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2 Background: Decoloniality, Non-Euro-American

Epistemology, and Theoretical Foundation

2.1 Introduction

In the Amazon rain forest, a Cofan Indian elder conversed with a
“gringo” from the “world beyond the forest.” The elder’s knowledge
of the rain forest surpassed that of biologists holding PhDs, who
came to study there. His was a practical knowledge. He is able to
find and identify more than 140 plants his people used for medicinal
purposes. He knows where the peach tree grows and when its fruit
attracts the brilliant blue gold macaw. In addition to his knowledge,
the elder has access to a great research library. Each volume is a
friend. That woman over there, she knows all there is to know
about marital discord and how to ensure a household’s harmony.
That old man walking beneath the trees, he talks to the God of
Creation. The brothers fishing along the strand, they are the heads
of a family that has built the best boats on the river for many
generations. The elder’s material possessions are scant and include
a machete from upriver and two cloaks from the city. His wife owns
several spoons and a metal pot. Aware of the village school, run by
a Jesuit priest, the visitor asks,

“Do any of your children go on to high school in the city? Do any
seek a university education?”

The old man shakes his head. There is too much to be learned at
home.

“It takes many years to learn to be a Cofan,” he says. His gaze drifts
across the river, then returns to the gringo. “My heart aches for
you,” he says.

“For me?” replies the gringo. “Why?”

“Because you are so poor. We in the forest have all we want. You
gringos want for so much you do not have.”

(Henning, 2002, p.17).

The opening extract to this chapter is a dialogue between two men that
epitomises the struggle of humans embroiled in the compulsive cycle of modernity.
The extract touches on the pursuit of happiness, and the inability to find it. The

Cofan Indian elder discusses contentment and its connection to health, oneness,
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and nature. A more poignant point to this extract is the veil of ignorance that
prevents us from seeing our shared humanity with each other and all other forms of
life. The darker aspect of modernity is linked to endemic illness that arises from this
state of separation (Rinpoche, 2008). The Cofan Indian elder, with all his wisdom
and knowledge, will never fit into the rigid confines of the Westernised world view
of ‘educated’ and ‘expert.” The extract allows for reflection upon a system that is
driving itself to the brink of extinction. A call for an alternative paradigm through
the emergence of the feminine principle is discussed towards the end of the
chapter. The chapter examines ancient to modern theoretical foundations, to
dismantle the current reductionist world view. The background chapter proposes
an alternative empowerment paradigm which encumbers the discussion around
health and wellbeing as interlinked with concepts around nature and planetary
health. Thus, through nature we understand that it too is a manifestation of Prakriti
— the feminine principle, a living force through which all life arises (M, 2017; Shiva,

1999).

This chapter establishes a theoretical, conceptual and practical background
to this thesis by critically examining the colonial roots to modern empowerment
and the development discourse, arguing that girls and women in most marginalised
and rural communities are indeed uncolonized, retaining their independence, and
empowerment. The chapter provides an overview of the disenfranchisement
between empowerment and education from a health and wellbeing context by
examining the experiences of the current Covid-19 global pandemic. Following on
from this, the chapter establishes the theoretical underpinnings of decoloniality and
Southern epistemologies that ground this thesis and its discussion around health
and wellbeing, education, and empowerment. There are five broad headings that
provide orientation and a grounding to this thesis; non-Euro-American
epistemologies and healthy, the great disorientation, decoloniality as a prominent
theme woven throughout the discussion, the failure of the current pedagogical and
health approaches in the mainstream and the theoretical foundation from ancient
to modern. The chapter concludes by examining the concept of Chipko from India

as an introduction to an alternative empowerment and wellbeing paradigm.
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2.2 Non-Euro-American Epistemology and Health

Ancient epistemologies can almost be seen like flowing strands of braided
hair, collecting from a single consciousness of ancient generations. As Ryser (1997,
p.1) argues, the separation between the personal self and the collective self is only
an illusion, which is camouflaged by a physical separateness: “The personal self is to
the collective self as the upstream waters are to the full rivers below.” Similarly,
Rachel Carson in Silent Spring (1962), also argues, people and nature are intimately
connected. Studies from hospitals in Sweden have shown that art and nature are
like ‘medicine to the soul,” helping patients recover better (Karolinska, 2015).
‘Oneness’ and ‘balance’ within a health context are some of the core philosophical
underpinning concepts of this background chapter and form the basis of the

theoretical framework.

For the purposes of this thesis, the word indigenous means the
epistemologies developed through generational and geographical traditions that
are scientifically founded on observation and experience by a specific society and
people (Wright and Jayawickrama, 2020; Ferreira and Lang 2005). The wisdom born
from ancient indigenous civilizations forms the selection of texts reviewed in this
narrative review. What can perhaps be identified early on, when critically analysing
ancient epistemologies, is the taught relationship between the highly rationalised
and methodological approach that distinguishes modern science and the ancient
philosophies and spiritual literature that delves deep into the internal (Chalmers,
2013). There is cohesion in terms of the internal application of empowerment and
wellbeing from an ancient epistemological perspective (Ngomane, 2019; M, 2012;
Rinpoche, 2008). Ishavasya, Upanishad from the Hindu Vedic spiritual literature,
Shloka 1, is emphatic in its teachings of joy, the joy that comes from the ability of
letting go. This virtue of non-attachment is concerned with external attachments
that cause suffering and bondage. In this spiritual awakening, all that lies in us is
sufficient in the pursuit wellbeing (M, 2012). The stresses of modern life are all
external inflictions and attachment to material gains as described in the dramatic
novels published by the British author J.G. Ballard (1930 — 2009). The author wrote

eccentrically about the decomposition of human behaviour and the human struggle
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to cope with wealth, work, and dissatisfaction. Although fictional, there lurks a dark
truth concerning the coping mechanisms employed to handle modern life's fast
pace. From an ancient wisdom lens, introspection and the knowledge of self
happens in solitude (Khantipalo, 1997). The British Health and Safety (HSE) report
identifies a 30% increase in work-related stress between 1990 and 1995. In 2009,
the HSE estimated that yearly 13.3 million working days were lost due to stress
(Jackson, 2014). From a health perspective, this acceleration of lifestyle, unbalances
the neuro-endocrine system, is linked to hypertension, heart disease, and

depression, largely affecting the Western population (Sapolsky, 2004).

Our bodies are the recipients of the external pressures of modern life, which
cause chronic stress. The allostatic load— ‘wear and tear on the body,’ speaks to our
brain, which speaks to our body through neurotransmitters (NTs). The exhaustion
on our wellbeing is due to the rupture between the internal oneness and the
confused notion of our true nature (Tiesler, 2017). The dependency on external
gratification, sensory experience, has confused our understanding of true
‘happiness.” The institutionalisation that governs the education and health system
of modern Western culture has compartmentalised learning and health (lllich,
1978). Education is mostly obtainable in a class room and health has become so
specialised that it too is unobtainable unless prescribed by a specialist (Illich, 1970).
This same notion of compartmentalisation, or divide, is the foundation for
accreditation, and the notion of being ‘self-made’ (Ngomane, 2019). It is how the
education system assesses its students through individual examination, the cutting
of knowledge, the disempowerment of community wellbeing, and the pursuit for

external gratification.

This section looks at health in relation to ‘balance,” which places sickness as
the manifestation of imbalance. This permits a holistic interpretation of health and
wellbeing, treating both the spirit and body as one according to a more medico-
religious approach (Ferreira and Lang, 2005). From an empowerment lens, ancient
societies were emersed in healing practices that blended all aspects of their culture,
from food to science to rituals (Huffpost, 2017). For example, Mayan shamans

acted as intermediaries between the spiritual and the physical realms, referred to
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as ah-men, the ‘disease throwers’ (BAUS, 2020). Similarly, in Eastern philosophy,
health is immersed in the notion of balance of the three doshas (substances): vata
(air), pitta (fire), and kapha (water). The three elements represent the regulation of
a person’s physiological, psychological and spiritual aspect (Gupta, 2016). Vata,
encompasses everything that is the inhalation and exhalation, all the senses, and
movements, the element of fire; pita, governs the digestions, bodily excretion,
warmth, circulation, energy, intelligence, and ability. Kapha represents the bodily
toxins, glands, lubrication, the digestive tract, waste material, the bliss of the spirit
and mind. Health is defined as: sama-dosha sam-agnishcha Sama-dhatu-mala-kriya
Prasann atma-indriva-manah Swathya-ity-abhidiyate (If you sleep well, if you

eat well, if your stools are clear and if you do not hate anyone, you are healthy)
(Susruta Sambhita, Ayurvedic Textbook of Medicine and Surgery, 6" century BC).
From these ancient notions of health, there comes a sense of a full and rich
understanding of humanity in an unrestricted form. Health from a Western
perspective, is defined by the WHO as: “Health is a state of complete physical,
mental and social wellbeing and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity”
(WHO, 2020). The void of any spiritual notion within this definition is glaringly
obvious, but the practical implementation of health within a Western context
suffers greatly beyond this. Being healthy is a rare and cumbersome task by this
definition that flows contrary to the impermanent, fast-paced throwaway culture
surrounding us. Furthermore, to be healthy is subject to external factors like social

wellbeing. This becomes problematic as health is removed from ones’ control.

Understanding food as medicine is a lost concept in The Standard American
Diet (SAD). The SAD in its most basic form, is like poison, leading to chronic
inflammation that prompts an imbalance in our bodies (Korn, 2016). Our
consumption and understanding of food in Britain is fuelling conditions such as
cancer, heart disease and diabetes (Donnelly, 2019). Statistics from 2018 show that
63% of adults in England were overweight or obese (NHS, 2020). Issues such as our
relationship with diet are intrinsically connected to our overall health as a society.
Similarly, the removal of food as medicine and food as a ‘fancy’ are symptoms of a

larger problem within the institutionalisation of education that has severed
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community knowledge. The modern education system highlights some of the more
perverse consequences to the exclusion of traditional knowledge systems
concerning health. From an indigenous peoples’ perspective, refined foods, white
flours, soft drinks pertain to the introduction of ‘colonial’ food that disturbs the
metabolic balance (Ferreira and Lang, 2005). From an empowerment perspective,
Gandhi (1861 — 1948), in his autobiography, conducts continuous food experiments.
His life was an experiment, which in short could be understood as an unrestricted
educational experience (Gandhi, 2001). A common thread throughout the
empowerment discourse is the ability to make meaningful choices (Blaak, Estacio,
2013; Openjuru and Zeelen, 2013; Shah, 2011). To facilitate empowerment through
education, learning ought to be unrestricted, an integral part of our daily lives, and
reflected in our everyday choices like that of food. Studies have shown that the
ancient Maya people’s eating habits were superfoods like cacao and chia seeds;
they owned pets and had strong family kinships, indicating a sophisticated
understanding of health (Huffpost, 2017). Pre-colonial diet for the indigenous
peoples of Mexico, before the 16™ century did not consist of fried, foods or wheat
(Joe and Young, 1994). Traditional foods and indigenous epistemologies of
ethnomedicine, ethnobotany, and medicinal plants have been discarded and
ostracised by colonial pre-eminence, which remains prevalent in modern Western
culture and biomedical approaches (Ferreira and Lang, 2005). Secondly, the gap in
knowledge regarding health and education requires a shift in direction to include
indigenous knowledge in future research (Michel, Caceres and Mahady, 2016). The
traditional healing practices of the Q'eqchi Maya women of Livingston Guatemala
use ethnomedicines for all aspects of their reproductive cycles. They showed that
Pieraceae was the most common family plant used for remedies. Q'eqchi women of

Belize also used to treat mental health conditions.

Interestingly, up to 80% of US women suffer from somatic symptoms and
premenstrual mood changes, compared with a low of 28% prevalence among Maya
women in Yucatan. Similar comparisons have been made regarding the menopause,
suggesting the health benefits of the daily use of plant-based medicines, traditional

foods and lifestyle as effective (Michel, Caceres and Mahady, 2016, p.308).
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Authentic nutrition and the fusion of a holistic healing approach allows a
community to regain control over its health. The use of the culinary arts, medicinal
plants, detoxification to restore the metabolic balance, the cleansing of the

physical, spiritual and psychological restores balance (Ferreira and Lang, 2005).

Modern science is still in its infancy compared with ancient traditional
knowledge systems, yet its physicalist approach cannot explain any phenomena
that operate in the first-person data of consciousness (Chalmers, 2013). This
renders our full understanding incomplete, regarding subjective experiences, and
physical process. Arguing for a nonreductive approach in understanding
phenomena requires an inclusive and multifaceted understanding with elements
that can complement one another (Wright and Jayawickrama, 2020). The invisible
links with the emotional, intuitive, spiritual and the physical have surfaced as an
important discovery in modern times with the ‘second brain’ discovery. When you
feel in your ‘gut,” also known as the enteric nervous system, an undetected
communication that runs through over 100 million nerves and chemicals allows

physiological stress to be felt (Korn, 2016).

Optimal health, wellbeing, empowerment, and education cannot be
divorced from social, emotional and spiritual ties which bind us together (Ngomane,
2019). From an indigenous perspective, our family also includes other animals,
plants and all that make part of our world and the universe (Rinpoche, 2008; Ryser,
1997). The ancient teachings of Buddhist philosophy are enthused within the
meaning of life; they are intricate and delicate teachings of harmony and balance.
To be truly human is to rid oneself of Samsara. In this, the ultimate aim of ancient
technologies, such as meditation, the practice of dharma, is to live with purpose —
bringing continual happiness to every living thing. Through the Buddhist lens, we
are all in a cycle of rebirth and death that ceases suffering for all (Rinpoche, 2008).
The practical implementation of these ancient epistemologies is displayed in
people’s relationships with consumption. A plethora of ancient traditions show a
sustainable way of life, away from endless Western consumerism and its

throwaway culture.

40



2.3 The Great Disorientation of the Current World

With the rise and expansion of modern science we are at an era of incredible
technological advancement. World War Il that gave rise to the creation of the
United Nations and since 1945 the world has only experienced 26 days of peace. An
indicator that despite our sophisticated mechanisms and the current information
age, we are embroiled in a great disorientation (Prashad, 2022). There are many
contributing factors which go beyond the flagrant loss of life and divisions that
pepper our world due to armed conflict. The nature of external violence we have
grown so accustomed to witness is a representation of a deeper internal conflict
within ourselves (Fanon, 1961). The argument of equality falls on deaf ears when
the multinationals like BAE Systems continue to sell arms and profiteer over the
massacres of the non-equals. For example, in the rich Copperbelt region of Zambia
there lies a deep-seated injustice of inequality that is responsible for 60 percent of
the children in the Copperbelt region to be illiterate (Prashad, 2022). It is these
examples of injustice that support the argument made about an era of
disorientation due to the disenfranchisement of humans with each other and
nature. The violence of our societies are a manifestation of our own inability to be

peaceful, and in that, healthy and balanced (Krishnamurti, 2000).

Wealth as a concept has been stripped down to a universal understanding of
generating surpluses and profit. As argued by Shiva (1999), the development
discourse is rather a maldevelopment. The Human Development Report (2020)
addresses a state of imbalance from an ecological and social perspective and
discusses the novel coronavirus that has gripped world attention as a fork in the
road for greater collective consciousness. It adopts a colourful yet contradictory
lexicon using words like “flourishing,” ‘balance,” and ‘empowerment.’ Still, it fails to
deviate from economic growth as imperative for developing countries. The report is
contradictory, in that it solely argues for raising income, whilst still advocating for
material resources within planetary boundaries (2020, p.20). Once again, human
development is bound by the income component to which basic capabilities such as
living a healthy life and education can only be expanded. Sen’s (1999) Development

as Freedom is interwoven in the report’s analysis. Sen (1999, p.4) argues that
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development ought to be seen as the process of expanding ‘real freedoms’ that
people enjoy. The adoption of this premise rearranges the dominant agenda that
narrowly constructs development with the growth of gross national product (GNP),
income, industrialisation, technological advancement, and social modernisation.
Development as freedom understands traditional economics as a means of
expansion to these real and enjoyed freedoms. The narrow parameter of the
patriarchal capitalist model confines freedoms into choices within an economic
model, setting the relationship of consumer and producer as a pre-requisite for the

system’s survival (lllich, 1973).

Bondage is an underlining thread that addresses the dependence on
consumerism. From an ancient wisdom perspective, freedom and liberation are the
ultimate purposes (Radharkrishnan, 1963). The story of Nachiketa, from the Katha
Upanishad, is part of the Yajur Veda, the ancient spiritual and philosophical Hindu
texts. This story unravels a young boy’s quest to find out what happens when a
person attains spiritual freedom. Spiritual freedom is understood as being free from
all conditionings and surroundings (M, 2017). There is a wisdom woven into the
social fabrics of indigenous, tribal, and rural communities, about the ‘being’ aspect
of humanity (Vivekananda, 1989). To strike a balanced tone and not infer a
romanticisation of traditional cultures, this thesis does not paint all traditional
cultures as utopias (Nussbaum, 1997), but rather, it is about resurfacing the

intelligence that unites (Zulu, 2018).

The exclusion of principles like oneness, is the basis for ignorance and
arrogance by a system that claims human development in the Anthropogenic epoch
— with man at the centre of the world. The Human Development Report (2020)
describes the planet as a ‘resource’ that ought to be used with caution but fails to
implement an analytical framework of oneness and interconnectedness that may
transform the colonialist legacy within global development. To position humanity as
wagers of war against nature is an argument that deflects attention from the
international partners and users of the Human Development Report. Similarly, it
presents an agenda to discuss the individual behaviour, incentives and regulations

to prompt action based on values (UNDP, 2020). The report introduces top-down
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approaches that fail to harness the empowerment and self-sufficiency of
marginalised and rural communities living uncolonized and in balance. Convivial
societies retain an ability to produce their own knowledge. The deprivation of
natural competence caused by non-convivial tools is the ideal backdrop for a
society run by a radical monopoly, that is, the forced consumption of commodities
of service (lllich, 1973). Perhaps what is at the centre of modern human
development is the unsatiable nature of greed; “Because of our greed, we do not
know how to be satisfied even when we attain our desire of the moment. The more
desires we have, the more attached to them we become, in a vicious circle”
(Niwano, 1989). lists top banks that have financed 3.8 trillion dollars for coal, oil,
and gas firms despite the Paris climate deal in 2015. This is the hypocrisy within the
global market system and the neoliberalism of capitalism that allows for the
unlimited expansion of global greed whilst framing humanity as the wagers of war

on the planet.
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Figure 2 Banks financing fossil fuel projects between 2016 and 2020 (The
Guardian, 2021).

The current green washing of international financial institutions,
governments, and multinationals facilitate corporations to finance programmes in

the name of development are the sponsors of the Sustainable Development Goals
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(2030). International partnerships based on economic gain find themselves
relatively free from major scrutiny whilst maintaining a sustainable image
regardless of their part in destroying the planet and human health. Development is
not a question of the expansion of valued freedoms but rather the expansion of
economic greed in the name of freedom (Shiva, 1999). In this false sense of
perceptions, the Bible discusses the polemic in having a dual purpose, as mentioned
in Luke (16:13), “No servant can serve two masters, for either he will hate the one
and love the other, or he will be devoted to the one and despise the other. You

cannot serve God and money.”

The multi-dysfunctionality of the development discourse that works to
impose universal standards has tainted the diversity of knowledge and human
flourishing born from a place of empowerment and not of equality (Kleinman, 1995;
Vivekananda, 1989). The perversion of modernity and its unquenchable thirst for
development is described by lllich (1973, p.18) as the confusion between discerning
what is fit for purpose with metrics. The universal measuring rod employed globally
by the Western notion of growth has shaped our demands and manipulated our
own logic. Similarly, the invention of education has planted a monopoly over
learning. Those who dare to learn outside the education system are discarded as
‘uneducated,’ discriminated against and stigmatised (lllich, 1973, 1970). This same
application of a universal measurement is seen in modern Western healthcare and
the illegality imposed by governing bodies on people who wish to heal one another
(lllich, 1973). Thus, it is only through the instruction and world view of teachers and
medical experts we obtain health and education. All of which are made credible
through tools that are ever more alienated to the masses because of the
bureaucratic systems of knowledge stock, obtainable only by a few. lllich (1973,
p.11) argues:

Society can be destroyed when further growth of mass production

renders the milieu hostile, when it extinguishes the free use of the

natural abilities of society’s members, when it isolates people from

each other and locks them into a man-made shell, when it

undermines the texture of community by promoting extreme social

polarisation and splintering specialisation, or when cancerous
acceleration enforces social change at a rate that rules out legal,
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cultural, and pollical precedents as formal guidelines to present
behaviours. Corporate endeavours which thus threaten society
cannot be tolerated.

From a convivial lens, development is the facilitation of tools that expand
people’s ability to shape and enrich their environment according to their vision
(IMich, 1973, p.11). Modern tools that pass the second watershed frustrate the
many and represent status for the few. ‘Liberating austerity’ is further argued by
Illich (1973, p.14) as a marker of people’s liberation of the capitalist control of

industrial production.

The ability for humans to exercise their humanness and aptitude in all
domains of life is, in essence, empowerment. To control tools that mark human
expression through an integrated system of human dependability based on care is
the return to an uncolonized state of mind. The analogy of Adam and Eve’s
banishment from the garden of Eden in Genesis (3:17-23) provides an interesting
backdrop that examines the feminine principle further. God casts judgement on
Adam and Eve because of their disobedience. In what on the surface appears to be
a punishment, God subjects Eve to pain in childbirth and a state of imbalance
between her and her husband. Adam is cursed to work the land through hard work.
The unravelling of both judgements through a critical examination reflects
profound teaching of divinity immersed in the feminine principle (M, 2017). This
biblical portion can be interpreted as ‘liberating austerity’ to which we understand
the essence of creation through the dialectical play that is the nature of everything
(Kinsley, 1978; lllich, 1973). From a pedagogical lens, humanity represented in
Adam and Eve emerges from a state of unknown. The judgement is the physical
embodiment of the feminine principle. The depth of this teaching paves the
learning that humanity must take to understand the True Self, the universal
consciousness that resides in and through us (M, 2012). God speaks to himself as
‘us,’” referring to the plurality of their divinity: “The [hu]man has now become like
one of us, knowing good and evil” (Genesis, 3:22). Thus, it is through pain that life
abounds. The feminine must be in perfect balance with its masculine energy,

releasing all oppression from a state of imbalance depicted in the struggle between
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wife and husband, and through this judgement, Adam and Eve learn about the

workings of humanity in its most divine state.

Equality as a modern concept follows the premise of externality that
dominates modern science and biomedicine. The separation of health and religion,
rituals, and theology, is the bases of a system built on the assumption that the five
senses alone define human existence and experience (Kleinman, 1995). Power
structures uncovered through feminist and Marxist lenses reveal the disabling
nature of market driven economies for those who operate within these systems;
hence, no longer should empowerment be used as a tool for those that operate

beyond these margins (Shiva, 1999).

Capitalist societies breed dependency, eroding the intuitive learning of its
members; this is best amplified by the approach to empowerment of marginalised
and rural women (lllich, 1973, Rodney, 1972). Over the past decade the polysemic
nature of ‘women’s empowerment’ has been used by international development
organisations to accelerate the agenda for women’s empowerment from
‘developing’ countries. The empowerment agenda conceals itself as a tool to roll
out policy initiatives and development programmes in the name of poverty
reduction, formal political participation, and education schemes for as many people
as possible (Eyben and Napier-Moore, 2009). In a masquerade of words dressed in
ambiguity, international actors have pushed the agenda for women’s
empowerment as a cornerstone of the sustainable goals (SDGs) for 2030
(Struckmann, 2018). The United Nations (UN) defines empowerment as:

The process of enabling people to increase control over their lives,

to gain control over the factors and decisions that shape their lives,

to increase their resources and qualities, and to build capacities to

gain access, partners, networks, a voice, in order to gain control
(United Nations, 2015).

This working definition is problematic at best as it conjures the idea that external
agencies are needed as enablers of empowerment (Cornwall, 2007). Furthermore,
the process of gaining greater control of one’s own life rests on the internal ability

to exert ‘self-discipline.” It is an inner mastery of oneself from a deep understanding

46



of ‘who am |, really’ (Vasudev, 2016; M, 2012; Kabat-Zin, 2003; Krishnamurti, 1978;
Buddha, c. 563/480-c. 483/400 BCE). The definition lacks any acknowledgement of
the spiritual and philosophical tones to self-awareness and rests mainly on an
external visualisation of women’s participation in public life (Eyben and Napier-
Moore, 2009). The politicisation of empowerment has assigned this benevolent
‘buzzword’ to social development groups who are poor, disabled, female, rural,
marginalised, indigenous people predominantly from the Global South (United
Nations, 2015). The critique to this definition is found in the dominant ‘Western’
binary thinking that imposes a judgement by default through a positivist objective
measurement (Kleinman, 1995). It implies a universal standard between developed,
developing, empowered, and disempowered, civilised, and barbaric, educated, and
uneducated, and so the list goes on (Kleinman, 1995). In establishing a current state
of disorientation empowerment cannot be further defined by the same patriarchal
institutions that supress women, rather grounded theory becomes essential to
ensure that theory is generated from the key stakeholders from this research
(Sbaraini et al., 2011). In addition, the theoretical framework of this thesis is largely
influenced by feminist philosophy and in this, a grounded theory approach lends

itself to feminist research.

The evolving nature of ‘becoming’ which is central to this thesis is captured
through the narratives told by the key stakeholders and is supported by grounded
theory. Grounded theory as such, allows for a creative process which help answer
those difficult questions of what is empowerment from the lived experience of

women? (Keddy, et al., 1996).

2.4 Recolonisation and Decolonisation

A well-worn yet profound quote by Desmond Tutu, a renowned South
African Anglican cleric and theologian, succinctly describes the pillage of the
colonies and annihilation of ancient wisdom in the name of salvation; “When the
missionaries came to Africa, they had the Bible, and we had the land. They said, ‘Let
us pray.” We closed our eyes. When we opened them, we had the Bible, and they

had the land.” ‘Land’ — matter, Mother Earth, is not a resource for extraction but
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matter and life — prana and rayih: according to Indian cosmology, it represents the
creation that exists in the universe (M, 2017). The forced missionary-driven
approaches to compassion trampled over local and traditionally rich methods in the
Global South. Halting the continuation of communities to develop their own
humanitarian, ecological, educational, and health approaches (Rodney, 1972).
Trampling over local community approaches began with the expansive iron-fist of
the white saviour as they travelled in their ships to the coastlines of new worlds.
Quickly, the tides changed and after the destruction of their traditional knowledge
systems the colonial tactics took on an administrative approach entangling these
communities into perpetual development programmes and debt which dictated

what and how modern societies ought to look (Prashad, 2022, Rodney, 1972).

Luxemburg (1913) argues that the global expansion of a Westernised
capitalist economic model was significantly accelerated by European imperialism.
From the inception of global capitalism, therefore, the European colonial expansion
created a fragmented development landscape rife with unequal development,
through its appropriation of power and wealth from newly introduced capitalist
states into a commodity economy, and international loans from infrastructure
projects (Morton, 2018). The critique of the imperialist system and its successive
recreation through political and international agendas highlights Marxist theory’s
contribution to pedagogy (Luxemburg, 1913). As argued by Freire (1972), the
awakening through pedagogy and reclaiming humanity from the dehumanisation of
oppression and the oppressor occurs through a responsibility for understanding the
system and consequently understanding oneself within the workings of it to bring

about change and empowerment:

The oppressed, having internalised the image of the oppressor and
adopted his guidelines, are fearful of freedom. Freedom would
require them to eject this image and replace it with autonomy and
responsibility. Freedom is acquired by conquest, not by gift. It must
be pursued constantly and responsibly. Freedom is not an ideal
located outside of [hu]lman; nor is it an idea which becomes myth. It
is rather the indispensable condition for the quest for human
completion (Freire, 1972, p.29).

48



Luxemburg (1913) further argues that the permanent occupation of the
colonies by colonial powers created the accumulation and dispossession of non-
capitalist societies, destroying the local natural economy necessary to the
production of surplus and value (Morton, 2018; Shiva, 1999). Highlighting an
oversight to Marx’s materialist analysis in Das Kapital, Marxism reduces history and
society to economics (Peterson, 2018). The reductionist lens applied by any
discipline ignores the multidimensional power of non-Western cultures, their
wisdom and knowledge principled in health and wellbeing that encapsulates
spirituality, courage, and strength—all the intricacies that make humans into

‘beings.’

The romanticisation of philanthropy and development aid for the poor
vulnerable third world people echo a colonial imperialism that saw 60 million
people die of famine during the British Rule in India and the pillage of $45 trillion
during the colonial period (Swaraj, 2021). The response of marginalised and rural
communities in times of suffering is the raw display of empowerment. The Tebhaga
movement from the Indian famine saw the women in Bengal rise united in saying
“Jan Debu, Dhan Debu Na” (We will give our lives, but will not give our rice) (Swaraj,

2021, p.3).

The SDG, No. 2, “Zero Hunger” addresses the symptoms inflicted on
marginalised and rural communities by capitalist neoliberalism yet avoids the
central issue of food sovereignty and self-reliance. This leaves the relief of hunger
open to the monopoly of global corporations driven by profit causing deprivation
and disregarding health and nutrition. The prioritisation of an agenda shaped by
dependency will naturally disregard traditional knowledge acquired through
experience (lllich, 1973). Similarly, the excess of extreme wealth is unaddressed and
reframed as SDG, No. 1, “Ending extreme poverty,” leaving the floodgates open to
the continuation of extractive dominance over nature (Ortiz Montemayor, 2018;
lllich, 1973). “Earth provides enough to satisfy every [hu]man’s needs, but not every
man’s greed” Mahatma Gandhi (1869 — 1944). The inflated egos of Western
thinkers prevent a system that would bring balance through a shared learning and

equal partnership founded on respect (Wright and Jayawickrama, 2020). Equality
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that is not principled on imposing universal standards, but on the equal value of
life, as argued by Butler (2020). An ancient Hindu understanding of equality is that it
is not an external characteristic but found in the self — atman — that is concealed in
every human, the purusha — the spirit. The Katha Upanishad further argues that this

kind of equality that is the ‘best’ does not have race, creed, or religion (M, 2017).

From a modern equality lens, a zero-hunger objective offers a measurable
goal. Again, equality is used as a quota that perpetuates the Western capitalist
cycle of consumer and producer, negating a sustainable solution of food
sovereignty principled on health and wellbeing. The indigenous communities in the
Pacific islands, Southeast Asia, and Mexico are denied their right to grow their own
food using permaculture (Ortiz Montemayor, 2018). Rethinking empowerment
from a non-mainstream perspective provides a new emerging understanding of the
phenomena grounded in health and wellbeing. The health and wellbeing aspect of
empowerment is manifested in self-reliance, sovereignty, and self-governance.
These are core values and principles of ancient wisdom that teach the virtue of non-

attachment (Vivekananda, 1989).

Food sovereignty as understood by indigenous peoples are subjected to
food injustice (like the Sault Ste. Marie Tribe of Chippewa Indians). For example, the
encroachment from a paper mill and steel mill in Canada, and from a sewage and
tannery site in the United States are all challenges they have fought against to
uphold their court-affirmed [treaty] right to harvest plants and animals. From an
equality perspective, delivering bags of rice to the community would solve the issue
of hunger. From their empowerment lens, this is not about hunger but a direct
account of their ‘being’ and what wild rice from their waters means to them
(Whyte, 2017). Empowerment at the local level is displayed in the continuous
struggle for freedom and independence of systems which threaten to enslave. The
fight between colonialism and self-reliance can be traced through history (Gandhi,
2001). After the newly emergent Indian nation, economic self-reliance, self-help,
and food security became the cornerstone for India’s freedom. Up until the
introduction of the Green Revolution and the intrusion of corporate-driven

globalisation, Indian policy was focused on the regeneration of agriculture and the
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repair of broken nutrient and water cycles from the extractive agriculture of British

colonialism.

Issues around equity and social justice are central to feminist research which
plays a significant role in the reconceptualization of qualitative research (Canella
and Manuelito, 2008). In addition, decolonial forms of thought remain in the
margins of society and in social science research. Indigenous theory and indigenous
worldviews focus on relationships and the co-creation of knowledge, bringing a
respectful and inclusive research portrayal of the experiential and embodiment of
being in storying as a research method (Kovach, 2018, pp.223—-227). The research as
such needs to be informed by indigenous theory and methodology to capture the
empowerment, resistance of the everyday (Scott,1985). From the indigenous
perspectives, knowledge is experience based on storying. The narratives of the key
stakeholders propose a theoretical engagement process grounded in presence

(Kleinman, 2020).

The veil of ignorance that engulfs the developed world and its elite
perpetuates the notion it has nothing to learn from other humans, who are not
captive to the mechanics of progression. In the Vedic prayer, ‘mrityor ma amritam
gamaya,’ this is to understand the concept of knowledge and ignorance, which is,
‘the one who worships ignorance enters into greater darkness, and the one who
worships knowledge enters into even greater darkness;’ to understand ignorance is
to be free from it (M, 2012). Colonialism sits at the heart of the attempted erosion
of ancient wisdom. The net cast to obliterate indigenous practices is not merely a
thing of the past. The colonial mentality remains active among the health and
education sectors of modern society, governed by international bodies that practice
a one size fits all approach to intricately complex systems of learning and healing
(Ferreira and Lang, 2005). The cultural integrity of ancient societies and indigenous
practices continue to be subjugated to colonial looting, a rupture of culture, which
is in constant change (Adichie, 2015). However, this is not an argument to position
ancient societies as all good. Rather, it is about the disruption and prevention of the
natural evolutionary process of these societies and knowledge systems (Rodney,

1972). The lingering remnants of the colonial projects lie in the assumption of
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unprofessionalism regarding the ‘traditional,” commonly referred to as ‘alternative,’
that directly attacks the legitimacy of ancient practices. Claiming back a framework
grounded on empowerment may equate to the decolonisation of health and
education. Allowing village health workers and traditional practices to be part of
the health practice landscape marries the internal and external (Wright and

Jayawickrama, 2020).

The thinkers of the Enlightenment era hailed European culture and
civilisation to be the forefront of progress. Immanuel Kant identified the movement
from barbarism towards civilisation as progress. From an African lens, in the
ChiBemba and other Zambian languages, freedom is understood as largely the
antithesis of slavery. The end to colonialism to some Zambians marks the end of
slavery, marking independence. Ubutungwa in ChiBemba language, derived from
Ubuntu, is intertwined with the status of being fully human (Siame, 2000). In “Two
Concepts of Liberty,” Berlin (1958) distinguishes ‘negative freedom’ and ‘positive
freedom.” According to Berlin (1958), those subjugated to the yoke of slavery —
colonialism, were demanding ‘status and recognition,” entirely unrelated to
individual liberty. As argued by Siame (2000), philosopher Berlin (1958) viewed the
state, country, and individuals as all different entities. From an African context, ‘a
free person is a citizen of a free country;’ one cannot award a country
independence and not infer the same liberty for its people (Siame, 2000, p.56). This
view resonates with the revolutionary thinking of Fidel Castro (1926 —2016). Who
fought to free Cuba from complete colonial rule, which was in stark contrast to its
neighbouring Latin American nation’s theoretical independence that was still held
on puppet strings by Washington (Castro and Ramonet, 2009). Politics aside, an
empowered person can halt the oppression of the oppressed (Freire, 1972). This is
illustrated in the notable non-violent salt march by Mahatma Gandhi and the ‘I
have a dream speech’ by Martin Luther King, Jr (Ngomane, 2019). In this, the theory
of decoloniality is interwoven through the remaining chapters and is prominent in

the Methodological framework of this research (Chapter 3).
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2.5 The Failure of Pedagogical and Health Approaches in the

Mainstream

This section calls for a re-establishment of education within a health and
wellbeing context. When critically analysing empowerment through education, a
reoccurring question is, “‘What is the purpose of education? From the scoping
review findings (Chapter 4), education holds conflicting purposes (Bush, 2000).
From an Upanishadic philosophical lens, education’s purpose is not found in
intellectual knowledge that leads to greater darkness - meaning a deeper state of
ignorance and arrogance (M, 2012). This is the pedagogy of self-inquiry, understood
as spaces that facilitate introspection, discussed in detail in the scoping review

findings and narrative literature review (Chapters 4 and 5).

The current education crisis reported by the UN estimates 617 million
children and adolescents as lacking a minimum proficiency in reading and
mathematics (United Nations, 2019b, p.30). It is a glimpse of mainstream
education's failings. Beyond mathematics and literacy, there is a deprivation of a
fundamental pedagogy that is being stripped away by the institutionalisation of
education (lllich, 1970). Against this backdrop, there remains an urgent imperative
to fuse wisdom back into education (Jeste and Lee, 2019). The word ‘Upanishad’
can perhaps be seen played out into three meanings; ‘upa’ — ‘to move nearer to the
truth’ ‘ni’—to sit in a position that allows for a humble disposition of learning, and

‘shad’ — to quiet the mind so to listen (M, 2012).

The prioritisation of grade attainment can obscure the link between formal
mainstream education and health. Our obsessive relationship with grades is a
relatively new phenomenon that became widespread in the 1940s. Prior to that,
Harvard and other 18™ and 19t"-century universities issued medals to communicate
distinction amongst students (Schinske and Tanner, 2014). In addition to the
development of grades, the success of education is largely marked through a
guantitative lens. This is largely seen with school enrolment figures (UNESCO, 2020;

Ishida, 2010; Frankema, 2008; Deininger, 2003; Hannum, 2003). The question is,

53



what does this tell us about learning, wellbeing and empowerment? But more

specifically, what personal development is there beyond schools and jobs?
2.5.1 Fragmentation of Education

The parasitic approach to citizenship in developed industrial societies draws
strong parallels to an education system that commands obedience, passive
learning, and repetitive memorising (lllich, 1970). The impetuous nature of a person
brings forth dynamism, creativity, and disruption. Individuals make imprints
through their craftmanship, but this has been implicitly discouraged first through
the sterile classroom settings and secondly because of the purpose of education
(Sennett, 2008). In this vein of postcolonial theory, the work of Dipesh
Chakrabarty’s Provincializing Europe (2000) offers an important critique in the
Enlightenment philosophy that assumes human as an abstract figure. Chakrabarty
(2000) argues that it is important to engage critically in postcolonial thought to
welcome and recognise the diversity of human experience and the different
conditions of being. The unprecedented disruption to global mainstream education
due to the Covid-19 pandemic has re-engaged many parents and guardians
worldwide in their children’s education. This experience has led parents to see the
shortcomings of mainstream education and its non-conducive learning environment
(Eggleston and Fields, 2021; Hattenstone and Eleanor, 2021). Online learning added
a barrier to an already weak system of in-person teaching, designed to prepare for
jobs that substitutes individual development (Britannica, 2022), causing the system
to fail further. There are vital questions missing from the discussion of education in
times of Covid-19. Whilst the data point to aspects of mainstream education that
safeguard children, like access to food, interaction, and play. The wider political,
social, and cultural phenomena of the rise of neoliberalism have depleted rich
home learning environments. As shown in Figure 3, the school closure data
illustrate that the longer children were away from school, the lower The
Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) reading score (The

Economist, 2021).
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Figure 3 School closure and depletion of literacy (Source: OECD, 2020).

This background chapter argues that the data in figure 4 serves as a broader

outline of the inaccessibility of knowledge and wisdom in modern Westernised

communities. Whilst the data can be narrowly interpreted as showing ‘schooling’ as

intrinsically good, it is argued that the ‘good’ is measured by a metric of

employability prospects. The wider discussion on education and the two faces of

education, as argued by Bush (2000), signal an endemic ability to critique the

institution, but place the onus on the learner. In pushing back on the ideals of

mainstream schooling, lies the facilitation of empowerment. Empowerment, as a
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by-product of mainstream schooling is a bonus rather than a pre-requisite.
Children’s wellbeing comes second to the preservation of the market economy
(Ilich, 1970). The idea that mainstream education is empowering is challenged by
its ‘factory model’ approach, ignoring the indispensable creativity and interests
which make us unique in the first place (lllich, 1978, 1970; lllich et al., 1977).
Scholars such as Paul Reville of Harvard University advocate for a ‘medical model,’
where learners are catered for with varying kinds of assistance for different

durations (The Economist, 2021).

This background section treads a fine line in its intrepid critique on Western
mainstream education, discussing the health and wellbeing implication of an
education system that prepares people for jobs and the marketplace, but neglects
the facilitation of empowerment and wellbeing and its illustrious possibilities. In the
qguiet complacency that hovers around mainstream education, this section
acknowledges that the system is the only functioning education for the masses.
Nevertheless, the pandemic has offered an opportunity to dare to challenge an
archaic system that was never intended to empower marginalised, rural, non-
Western people, particularly women and girls. Rather, it was a system intended to
perpetuate underdevelopment running parallel to development theory which, as
Rodney (1972) argues, constricts the individual who matters in developing society
through education. The audacious examination of looking beyond jobs and
education is a form of political activism. Covid-19 has allowed for a new wave of
legitimacy to forge an education system that is broad and inclusive, established on
principles of health and wellbeing to expand empowerment. The failures of the
mismanagement of the pandemic (Davies, 2022) provide the possibility to
reposition mainstream education on the promotion of wellbeing. Following
prominent discussions surrounding the decolonisation of the curriculum, this
background chapter argues against a reactionary stance. Rather, this
impetuousness to decolonise research and education is superficial and narrow in its
earnest effort to draw attention to the colonial legacy that remains within
mainstream education (Begum and Saini, 2019; Emejulu, 2019). The chapter further

argues that such movements are still within the confines of the current capitalist
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structures of our modern society, which distract the attention from a pedagogy of

the oppressed (Shiva, 1999; Freire, 1972; Rodney, 1972).

Scholars and practitioners like Frantz Fanon, Walter Rodney, James Baldwin,
Vandana Shiva, Ivan lllich, Gabriel Garcia Marquez, and Fidel Castro have
operationalised theory, shaking the foundations of institutions that run deep with
bondage. The argument made by Rodney (1972) and Fanon (1961) is that the non-
serving element of the education system is for the people’s freedom. “This type of
education system was used to hold the colonised people in its grip and for
squeezing their brain in all forms and content and even destroying their identity”
(Fanon 1961, p.169). In this way, the education system as a tool has proved to be
incredibly successful, which raises the question of why do we resist a reimagination
of an education system for the critical consciousness of the masses? (Giroux, 2001;

Freire, 1972).
2.5.2 Mental Health

William James’s Moral Equivalent of War (1910) makes a scathing critique of
the individual pursuit of pleasure. He argues that peacetime is only viable in a
society that allows its citizens to have a meaningful cause that embodies elements
of hardship, demands and common struggle (Solnit, 2009). This argument can easily
be misinterpreted as the glorification of suffering. He speaks from a personal
experience of being born into pleasure and his struggle to find meaning. His
argument brings forth an important point that is the bystander syndrome or the

parasitic citizen educated to consume.

If there were, instead of military conscription, a conscription of the
whole youthful population to form for a certain number of years a
part of the army enlisted against nature ... then even privileged
youths would understand ... man’s relations to the globe he lives on,
and to the permanently sour and hard foundations of his higher life
(Solnit, 2009, p.53).

The modern consumer capitalist societies are more than ever creating
passive bystanders. This can be seen in formal humanitarianism and the dominant

vulnerability paradigms inflicted on affected communities. Concepts such as
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vulnerability and ‘Do No Harm’ are gospel in the current Western ethical
frameworks, yet often overlook local ethical values, and practices (Jayawickrama,
2013). Covid-19 as a global pandemic exposed many people’s inability to deal with
uncertainty and revealed a deeply unhappy society. And despite the comforts that
cushion Western living one must question the value of accreditation, and whether

our current education system facilitates happiness?

The Bondei proverb, “Sticks in a bundle are unbreakable” (Ngomane, 2019,
p.32), is relevant in times of difficulty. Britain has seen a surge of mental health and
wellbeing issues during the Covid-19 global pandemic. The Office of National
Statistics (ONS) reported 5.0% of people in Great Britain as feeling lonely 'often' or
‘always’ between April and May 2020 on pre-lockdown due to Covid-19. From those
asked seven days into the lockdown, 30.9% (7.4 million) reported their wellbeing
was affected by feelings of loneliness, highlighting the fragile state of the current
education system in failing to enable people to withstand challenges, isolation and

to seek happiness internally (Milam, 2021; Pandya, 2020).

The concept of happiness was elicited throughout the narrative literature
review findings. The modern notion of happiness, which is externally focused,
follows a similar direction to that of the modern ontological and epistemological
understanding of education, empowerment, health and wellbeing. A rise in suicides
from the pressures of Covid-19 affecting young people shows that modern society
does not know how to be happy (Milam, 2021). The coping mechanisms from
ancient wisdom such as introspection, self-governance, suppleness, meditation, and
mindfulness are not being incorporated into mainstream education, signalling a
missed opportunity to harness this wisdom (Rinpoche, 2008; Khantipalo, 1997;
Ryser, 1997; Radhakrishnan, 1963, 1950; Rao, no date). Being human, from an
ancient pedagogical lens, is an entirely internal process (Radharkrishnan, 1963),
fundamentally different to an education system that is almost exclusively based on
memorisation and external accumulation of knowledge (Brown and Samuel, 2013;
Giroux, 2001b; lllich, 1978, 1970). At the core of this background chapter is the

need for pluralism when it comes to education and wellbeing. This thesis stresses
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on indigenous, marginalised, and local teaching, training, and healing systems as

necessary (Bracket et al., 2021), as shown in the context of Covid-19.

2.6 Theoretical Foundation From - Ancient to Modern

This background chapter provokes a radical conceptualisation of
empowerment, disrupting the status quo of Western notions of human
development. It further encourages a re-examination of the endemic health issues
and frustrations that Western education is inflicting on Western society. This
chapter further looks at the concept of interconnectedness, traditional knowledge,
and wisdom, as it establishes a different operational aspect to empowerment
grounded in the Hindu science and its interpretation of the feminine principle. The
Chipko concept is a methodology used by marginalised and rural women of India to
defend their forests from the exploitation of Westernised economic development

through the feminine principle of preservation and recovery (Shiva, 1999).

Oneness and unity fall beyond feminist and Marxist ideological boundaries
that serve as a lens to identify differences, but falls short in uniting through love,
humanity, compassion, and similarities. Transcending to a state of humanness
begins with connecting back to the feminine principle (Shiva, 1999). The primordial
energy from the perspective of Indian cosmology depicts a symbiotic relationship
between creation and destruction. What lies between this cohesion is the
emergence of Shakti — that is, the life of everything manifested as Prakriti — nature
or Mother Earth (Shiva, 1999). The feminine principle ceases to become about
external differences, imparting a non-gender-based ideology of liberation. Without
Shakti, there is no Shiva — the force of creation and destruction (Shiva, 1999).
Balance and harmony rooted in the principle of femininity subsequently replace
unbalanced power structures and a commodities economy founded on

technologies that extract and enslave (Swaraj, 2021).

Empowered marginalised and rural women are present throughout our
history and continue to advocate for the right to all life through their collective
oneness. Their courage does not stem from the enactment of the Universal

Declaration of Human Rights. Still, their participation in nature has set a deep
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understanding of balance and interconnectedness; they draw their strength from

shakti — strength. According to Itwari Devi:

Shakti [strength] comes to us from these forests and grasslands: we
watch them grow, year in and year out through their internal
Shakti, and we derive our strength from it. We watch our streams
renew themselves and we drink their clear and sparkling water —
that gives us shakti. We drink fresh milk, we eat ghee, we eat food
from our own fields ... that we are our own masters, we control, and
produce our own wealth. That is why ‘primitive,” backward women
who do not buy their needs from the market but produce them
themselves are leading Chipko (Shiva, 1999, pp. 198-199).

2.6.1 Chipko, Feminine Principles, and Every-day Resistance

The Chipko movement is a non-formal political participation through protest and
mobilisation, and although it falls short of the ambit of the narrow construct of
formal politics it nonetheless sent shudders across the global political and
environmental landscape. The Hindu science on the feminine principle offers a
profound analysis that draws on the spiritual worship of a mother goddess as the
source of life and fertility through the devi-mahatmya — glory of the goddess
(Marsman, 2019). The multiplicity of the Hindu text that depicts the 10 sciences
through goddesses written around the 6% century celebrates the divine feminine
(Kinsley, 1978). The foundation of the world from which wisdom is born is the great
function of the feminine mother nature, and it is from this premise that the
feminine principle unfolds into an energy that is untenable and uncontrollable in all
forms (Watts, 1987). Indian cosmology in both the exoteric and esoteric traditions
depict creation and destruction as born from the dialectic play between two
opposing energies. That give rise to motion and movement, that is between the
energies shakti and shiva (Shiva, 1999). The Devi Upanishad is part of the five
Atharvashiras Upanishads, which teaches that shakti — the dynamic energy or
generative force is essentially Brahman — The Supreme Being, the ultimate Reality
in the universe that is in everything and all-pervading (M, 2017). Shakti being the
energising force behind all male divinity, is (i) in shiva —the embodiment of
consciousness. In the yogic science without shakti, sh(i)va would be shava, meaning
corpse, sterile and still (M, 2017). Similarly, the spiritual essence of the feminine
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principle is also depicted in the ancient teachings of Taoism: “True Earth arrests
true lead; true lead controls true mercury. Lead and mercury return to true Earth.
Body and mind are tranquil and still.” The representation of true Earth is not the
material Earth, but the true intent of the human body that draws parallels to the
feminine of Mother Earth. True lead that symbolises real knowledge/ true sense,
the illumination that is born from the feminine is what controls the spiritual

essence (Po-Tuan, 1986).

There are 10 goddesses of wisdom which manifest the divine feminine and
collectively make up the multifaceted understanding of nature. This section
examines the experience of the feminine principle through the fierce, bloodthirsty
goddess Kali, a quintessential embodiment of shakti. Kali is an all-consuming force
represented as a black woman with white fangs, and a protruding tongue from her
mouth. She has four arms, and in one hand she carries the head of a slain demon. In
the other, a sword, whilst she motions her worshippers to draw closer. She is
decorated with a necklace of skulls and earrings of two dead bodies. Kali is depicted
as only wearing a girdle made from dead men’s hands, her eyes are red,
bloodstained, and dishevelled. She stands menacingly with one foot on the thigh of
her husband Shiva, and the other on his chest. From a feminist lens, this depiction
of the feminine disrupts the archetype of a woman driven by Western binary
thinking that hold a traditional interpretation of femininity found within the
Abrahamic religions (Dalmiya, 2000). Drawing from the mainstream interpretation
of Christian tradition, even Jesus experienced God as a father, suggesting a deep
patriarchal influence within Western structures. The feminine principle offers an
alternative, that explores a non-violent rebellion against the authoritarian
patriarchal system that forms so much of our own thinking. Kali’s presence breaks
the confines of man and woman (see ): Kali, the great mother, stands on Shiva; all
things are destroyed and reborn through her. The feminine principle is a non-
gender-based ideology of liberation (Shiva, 1999). This is seen in how Kali
encourages her worshippers towards her. The devotees are called bhakti — Kali-
bhakti. Ramprasad Sen's work, an 18" century Bengali poet, describes the worship

of Kali as a humbling act of redemption (Dalmiya, 2000).
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Figure 4 Picture of the goddess, Kali (Source: ExoticindiaArt, 2000).

Kali’s black nature is the absorption of all things, which signifies her nature

as the ultimate reality and transcendence of all form;

Is Kali, my Divine Mother, of a black complexion?

She appears black because She is viewed from a distance;
But when intimately known She is no longer so.

The sky appears blue at a distance, but look at it close by
And you will find that it has no colour.

The water of the ocean looks blue at a distance,

but when you go near and take it in your hand,

you find that it is colourless.

Ramakrishna Paramhansa (1836-86) (Kumar, 2000)

62



The poet touches on the illusion and a state of separateness that binds
humans through the five senses, which cause distortion to the absolute truth (M,
2017). The feminine principle draws on an internal journey and devotion to
reconnect with our true nature to realise the fullness of our ‘being’ (Kumar, 2000).
From an operational aspect, Kali represents a confrontation where through
devotion we are dissolved, in this, nature does not become something that we
save, but rather a quest for the ultimate truth about our existence. The ability to
see things from different dimensions is the poet's illumination (M, 2017). The
symbolism of Kali holding a sword in one hand is her ability to cut through the knots

of ignorance that bind us (Kumar, 2000).

This Chipko concept is an example of the operationalisation of the feminine
principle. It was a movement led by rural women in India that began over 300 years
ago: women sacrificed their lives to save their sacred Kherji trees by clinging to
them. This is the methodology of Chipko, to hug (Natesh, 2020; Shiva, 1999). The
Khejarli sacrifice was led by non-violence on the part of the Bishnois community.
There is a deeper knowledge that is embedded within Chipko; it is their dharma —
‘the right way of living’ (Natesh, 2020). Similarly, the Buddhist perspective on
ecology is guided by the three aspects of the dhamma; wisdom (prajna), meditation
(dhyana), and morality (sila) (Henning, 2002). Experiencing ourselves as part of
nature is a reconciliatory experience to understanding ourselves beyond the ego.
The core of the feminine principle is for change to occur within ourselves. This is the
fork in the road that separates an ecological movement and the Western scientific
approach to ecology, that studies nature as a separate object (Henning, 2002). One
of the difficulties with climate action driven by a mainstream agenda is that much
of the issues are rooted in economic models of unlimited growth (Henning, 2002).
The mounting anthropocentric world views threaten to continue the endemic
colonial wheel steered by tech giants, corporate globalisation through the
privatisation of knowledge and seed patents, as an expansion of modernity (Shiva,

1999).

Similarly, mainstream institutions fail to recognise the many thousands of

peasants and indigenous women in science, traditional health care practice,
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informal politics and governance, soil scientists, ethnobotany specialists, water
managers, and plant breeders. The Western stigmatisation towards rural and
marginalised communities as vulnerable and uneducated does little to explain the
agency displayed in protests carried out by Indian farmers in the wake of a global
pandemic and the uproar of Colombia’s poor and working-class communities
against oppressive tax reforms (Ellis-Petersen, 2021; Torrado, Hernandez Bonilla

and Osorio, 2021).

The methodology of hugging is also a scientific methodological framework
of sacrifice for the greater good; this very humane act embodies the boldness and
moral language between suffering and healing that is care (Kleinman, 2020). The
Chipko concept is based on traditional scientific intelligence and has both an
ontological and epistemological grounding. Care is an intrinsic part of service and a
characteristic of the feminine principle. This is neither a female trait nor a gender-
based ideology. Instead, it is a fundamental human expression that needs to be
learned to establish deep human connections with each other and nature
(Kleinman, 2020). Kali’s boon is won when humans confront and accept their real
nature. Humans are not the saviours of the planet or each other (Kumar, 2000). The
Chipko concept is self-modelled through the complete absorption of ourselves into
nature. The emergence of the ecological self is an internal human process of rebirth
and not a movement of external participation (Dalmiya, 2000). Furthermore, there
is a deep intelligence in the act of care and love, it is not simply sacrificial. The
women of the Chipko concept understand that care and love can only be given on a
local level. Using touch, they act out their dedication and worship of nature (Shiva,

1999). Modernity has forsaken and divorced science from spirituality.

2.6.2 The Wayuu Principles of Reparation and Compensation—The Putchipii’iii

(Palabreros) — The Orators

The Wayuu normative system of reparation and compensation offers a
sophisticated and pragmatic approach to dealing with conflict and uncertainty
(UNESCO, no date). This background chapter looks at Covid-19 not just as a
pathology, but examines the political, social, cultural, and economic elements that

have contributed to how people have been affected by the pandemic, drawing from
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a medical anthropological lens (Kleinman, 2006, 1995; Patel and Kleinman, 2003).
The Wayuu community inhabits an area of Colombia called the Guajira Peninsula
straddling Venezuela, and is the largest indigenous community in Colombia. The
Wayuu people are no strangers to adversity and danger and have been subject to
drought, illness, poverty, and conflict. In 2011, the building of the Cercad Dam
drained their only nearby source of water, the Rancheria River, exposing them to

three-hour walks to wells containing polluted water (Rosso, 2016).

Drawing from the Wayuu people’s normative conflict framework, a
remarkable element of this community is their use of dreams and meta skills in
their conflict resolution process. The Wayuu people see “conflict as an integral part
of human nature” (Vasquez Del Rio, 2014, p.3). This deep understanding of life is at
odds with modern comforts and attempts to disguise uncertainty, impermanence,
and danger (Jayawickrama, 2018, 2013; Kleinman, 2006). Technology, superficial
solutions, and comfortability, are disabling modern industrial societies from being
able to cope (Brown and Samuel, 2013; lllich et al., 1977; lllich, 1973). In this way,
the essence of life has been convoluted, and one must question what do the
educated really understand about life and humanity if this principle has been

forgotten?

The political, social, cultural, and economic consequences grip communities
that have been disabled in their coping ability to withstand uncertainty. For
example, the rise of poverty, and children suffering from life-threatening
malnutrition have intensified in the world’s worst humanitarian crises, such as in
Afghanistan, Yemen, Syria, and the Democratic Republic of the Congo (UNICEF,
2021a). Surprisingly these humanitarian crises are fuelled by mainly educated elites’
handling and interference in global political agendas (Rose, 2019). The idea of the
“White Man’s Burden,” a poem by Rudyard Kipling (1899), continues to be as
relevant today as it was at the height of colonisation. The ability for communities to
forge conflict resolution systems, healing systems, and pedagogy relevant to their
context is the facilitation of empowerment. The self-governance that is displayed by
the Wayuu people is a testament to that. The Wayuu legislative system is

comprised of principles, procedures, and rituals that govern the social and spiritual
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behaviour of this community. The Piitchipii’iii (palabreros) — The Orators are sought
by both the offender and the offended with the goal of reconciliation, through
dialogue and compensation to establish social harmony (Vasquez Del Rio, 2014;
UNESCO, no date). In this way, the community take on a shared responsibility
through active participation. This is a key concept lacking in many of the
approaches used by developed societies in times of crisis. The community led
approach by the Wayuu people challenge the Darwinian idea that people cannot be
trusted to regroup and co-ordinate to participate in rising together from life's

uncertainties (Solnit, 2009).

2.7 Conclusion

The aim of the thesis to examine beyond jobs and schools is daring. To move
against the comforts of our modern Western society and question our transactional
relationship with our governments and institutions leaves bare the void between
citizen and consumer. The lack of responsibility towards us, and others signals a
mainstream education system that fails to facilitate empowerment. The broad
brushstrokes of vulnerability that are usually applied to marginalised, rural, and
indigenous communities, particularly to women and girls, prevent an examination
into the political, social, cultural, and economic implications of those vulnerable
settings, leaving in the shadows the greed of a service needs economy (Brown and
Samuel, 2013; Illich, 1978, 1973, 1970; lllich et al., 1977). In the proliferation of
arrogance that emerges from the consumption of education rises an inability to
learn from the coping with uncertainty and danger from the uneducated (lllich,
1970). A common thread to this thesis is that we all want to be happy, despite our
complex social differences. This chapter discusses the link between education and
health and examines the void that has separated the two. Health and wellbeing are
intrinsic to community cohesion, relations, and care. Our relationship to wellbeing
should start with an education system that draws us closer to understanding who
we are(Watts, 1987). In this way, empowerment is not measured using a Western

metric of education attainment and monetary wealth, but rather the ability to cope
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and withstand change and uncertainty with joy. The next chapter explains and

justifies and elaborates the methodological journey of this PhD research.
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3 Methodology, Methods, and Caveats

3.1 Introduction

This chapter is an overview of the methodological framework for this
research study. This chapter is written in two parts. The first part addresses the
theoretical aspects to the research and provides the justification and rational for
the various methods used. Furthermore, this section discusses how the various
methods come together. The latter section discusses the field work and provides a
practical guide on the coding process, thematic analyses and steps taken to review

the themes.

The chapter presents a qualitative research design using a three-method

process:

1. An autoethnographic account of a journey seeking empowerment through
education.
2. Participatory observation of a virtual community.

3. Key stakeholder engagements

The methodological framework weaves in a range of methodologies,
methods, and theories, breaking away from the strict confines of Western scientific
protocol. The findings from the scoping review and the narrative literature review
highlighted the constriction of hierarchal structures and the disempowerment in
the disablement of creativity which has influenced the methodological framework
of this research (Blaak, Openjuru and Zeelen, 2013; Schipper, 2012; Shah, 2011;
Khantipalo, 1997; lllich et al., 1977; Rodney, 1972; lllich, 1970). Although modern
theories of development, anthropology, sociology, conflict transformation, and
empowerment were examined in the beginning, the thesis unfolded after
conducting the scoping review. The findings showed a gap in knowledge and
highlighted a need to look beyond these modern theories to understand the
relationship between education, empowerment and wellbeing in a manner that
satisfied the findings from the scoping review. Thus, the grounding to look beyond

modern pedagogical approaches, theories and philosophies relating to education,
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empowerment and wellbeing is drawn from the narrative literature review. It is
from this premise that the adaptability and necessity of ancient wisdom, traditional
pedagogical approaches, and the discussion of liberation and freedom are woven
into the research design. Buddhism, Hinduism, Ubuntu, Daoism and Ancient Mayan
philosophies, in conjunction to the grounding of anthropological and sociological
theory are woven to impart an empowerment praxis to this research design. Thus,
this thesis embodies the same principles it argues through its presentation,

methodological framework, and methods (Williams Norissa, 2021).

This chapter has a unique research design by default with its de-emphasis
on methodology and prioritisation of the research inquiry (Yanchar, Gantt, and Clay,
2005). Dominant Western paradigms continue to dominate social science research
of non-Western countries. The methodological framework to this research
acknowledges the ethnocultural diversity that binds the research together, through
its three-method process breaking away from colonial normative frameworks
(Mohanty, 2007). In this somewhat anarchistic approach, technigues and methods
are, at times, applied less stringently, and the process of reaching such choices is
elaborated in this chapter. In essence, this chapter reads like a ‘traditional family
recipe,’. Various ingredients are brought into the mix to complement each other
and bring about methodological pluralism (Slife and Gantt, 1999). In the anarchist
vein, notions of neutrality and objectivity are contested. Feminist researchers have
long argued that objectivity is a mere appearance, where ‘neutrality’ harbours a
politicised position in itself (Coy, Smiley and Tyler, 2019). Navigating the dominant
structures that govern research guidelines to separate researchers and research for
issues of reliability and validity is a difficult balancing act when applying neutrality
to relationship building (Datta, 2017). The three-method processes dispel these
invisible power dynamics as | display my own vulnerability; | respond to my key
stakeholders as both a woman and a researcher (Coy, Smiley and Tyler, 2019; Datta,

2017).

Observation, a fundamental method running deep within the three-method
process is used in different degrees. It is key in the last of the second of the stage

methods. Observation is an essentiality in capturing ‘information’; “The concept of
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information is defined as processed data or meaningful data. The model thus
suggests that observation is the only way of knowing and the only way knowledge
can be attained” (Lai MA, 2013, p.170). This chapter further discusses the process
of understanding the data collected and the relationship between information and

interpretation (Lai MA, 2013; Yanchar, Gantt, and Clay, 2005).

3.2 Research Question

The guiding philosophical underpinnings of this research take on a critical
and emancipatory stance in line with indigenous, critical and liberatory
methodologies (Held, 2019). From the inception of this research, reflection has
been a means to elucidate the experiences that have shaped me as a woman and
researcher, paving the way for an authentic interrogation throughout the three-
method process (Mortari, 2015). Thus, critical reflexivity, self-governance, non-
judgemental, and empowerment praxis, help formulate the overarching research

question (Elder and Odoyo, 2018).

The term self-governance comes from the scoping and narrative literature
review findings and is further reaffirmed in the research. From the outset of the
research inquiry the term is used to mean: To govern oneself internally and live
consciously, to exert control over one's life and decision-making, showing
independence, respect to oneself, and choice (M, 2017, 2012; Shah, 2016; Seeberg,
2014; Blaak, Openjuru and Zeelen, 2013; Khantipalo, 1997; Vivekananda, 1989). In
this critical examination of contemporary pedagogical philosophies and approaches,
the analysis of ancient and non-mainstream pedagogical philosophies has
disembowelled the depth of wisdom of ‘other(ed)’ ways of knowing (Thambinathan
and Kinsella, 2021). It has thus facilitated a deeper understanding of how
colonisation and the legacy of bondage embroiled in arrogance and ignorance have
impacted non-Western women's journey to empowerment (Campbell and
Teghtsoonian, 2010; Nussbaum, 2000; Shiva, 1999). The lens of self-governance fits
with an indigenous methodological lens facilitating an inclusive scope, making sense
of the varied experiences of empowerment and learning that may not fit the tight

restraints of Western models of women's empowerment and corporate feminism
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(Thambinathan and Kinsella, 2021; Arruzza, Bhattacharya, and Fraser, 2019; Datta,
2017). The research questions help dispel through this process the universal
standard of empowerment used by Western modes of thinking and prioritise the
‘knowing, being and becoming’ of women from the Global South, who have
experienced rurality, marginalisation, and disempowerment from colonial

structures (Smith, 1999, p.56).

The overarching research question is: Do educational experiences empower

women in non-Western societies?

Framing a research question in this manner attempts to critically understand
the inequities present from a strength-based process of inquiry and examination.
The research question encourages a critical inquiry into the journey of freedom,
resistance, and self-determination, supporting the invaluable examples of
empowerment from non-Western women that remain uncolonized (Ryder,
Mackean, et al., 2020, pp.262-263). The issues surrounding girls’ and women's
empowerment have been extensively discussed in this thesis. Although
empowerment is a highly contested term from a policy perspective, mainstream
empowerment interventions are geared towards increasing women's material

resources to increasing choices (Foulds, 2014; Chant, 2008).

From an anthropological lens and its branch, ethnography, the lived
practices of societies make up the bedrock of learning (Kleinman, 1995; Rodney,
1972; lllich, 1970). Cultural systems integrate meaning and shape the experience of
the body, morals and social goods (Kleinman, 2020, pp.86-87). This research looks
at these narratives to provide in-depth descriptive data that can uncover these
moral worlds to define what matters most to people in the context of wellbeing
(Kleinman, 2020, p.87). This qualitative research study investigates and builds on

two questions: the scoping review question:
Do the contemporary educational approaches facilitate empowerment?
and the narrative literature review question:

Can ancient pedagogical approaches be adapted to facilitate

empowerment?
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The standard approach to global mainstream education relies heavily on
benchmarks, targets, and indicators from various international bodies that fail to
consider the diverse context of education settings (Boeren, 2019). Thus, the
methodological framework proposed grapples with a fundamental question of the
purpose of education from the experience of women from the Global South. The
dynamic life experiences of the key stakeholders which share non-Western cultures
and the members of virtual communities are also representatives of international
agencies, NGOs, and INGOs. The two-part process of the key stakeholder
engagement, firstly delves into the personal stories to empowerment. With the
second part investigating the key stakeholders as representatives of the structures
that enact policy and practice around empowerment, health and education. The
key stakeholder engagements further examines the wider socio-political context of
their community setting , unearthing the complexities of the phenomena on a

micro, meso and macro level (Boeren, 2019; Bush, 2000).

From a phenomenological lens, the lived experiences trickle through all
three stages, each bringing an individual essence that is analysed (Mortari, 2015).
The limited research for empowering pedagogy, both from an ontological and
epistemological viewpoint, calls for the revival of women's voices as a learning
opportunity for Western knowledge systems, through social storytelling (Murthy,
2008, p.8). The social interactions observed by the virtual community do not
demise in vibrancy despite its online nature. The observation and participation of
the virtual community illustrates communities ability to create deep social bonds
that emerge from different social and cultural background (Acharya and Robinson-
Pant, 2019; Zacharias and Arthurs, 2007). Our virtual world is becoming increasingly
relevant, expanding ever more into our private, public, professional, and educative
realities that transcend the global and local contexts (Bjork-James, 2015). From a
feminist cyberethnographer lens, digital ecologies contribute to new insights
connecting kinship, agency, voice, spurring political activism, and changing gender
norms through our virtual world (Bjork-James, 2015; Zacharias and Arthurs, 2007).
The minimal research in this area has led to the following overall research question,

and sub-research questions for the three-method process are as follows:
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Do educational experiences empower women in non-Western societies?
The primary sub-research questions for the three-methods are as follows:
1. Personal account for the journey seeking empowerment:
What constitutes empowerment through education?
2. Virtual community observation and participation:
What is the experience of empowerment through education?
3. Key Stakeholder Engagements:

How can education facilitate the empowerment of girls and women in
relation to health and wellbeing and the ability to make meaningful life

choices?
3.3 Research Design

The research design in Figure 5 follows an interdisciplinary, intradisciplinary,
and multidisciplinary lens to gain insight into broader socio, political, and cultural
phenomena, as shown in (Weaver-Hightower, 2011). The research design adopts
general concepts of qualitative methodology including the technique of digital
ethnography. Despite the digital ‘field’, its remit remains centred on telling social
stories without any delimitation to field research (Murthy, 2008). Storytelling is
entrenched throughout the three-method process. In this qualitative interpretative
research design, the theoretical framework borrows phenomenology as a
philosophy to understand phenomena at the level of subjective reality (Qutoshi,
2018). This phenomenological approach plays an important part in both the two-

part design of the second stage method process:

1. Key stakeholders’ personal account of empowerment.
2. Key stakeholders’ perspectives on policy and practice on education,

wellbeing, and empowerment.

The breadth of experience of the key stakeholders broadened the scope to
understanding empowerment and education and wellbeing through lived

experience. Furthermore, commonalities of these women folk from the Middle

73



East, Africa, Asia, South America, and the United Kingdom emerged despite the
different complex social, economic, and political contexts. Thus supporting the
findings from the scoping review and the narrative literature review (Neubauer,
Witkop and Varpio, 2019; Errasti-lbarrondo et al., 2018). All of the three stage
method process varies in writing styles, which tread a fine balance between the
analytical and the evocative (Anderson, 2006). This same analytic vein is carried
throughout the three stages reciprocally as | present myself explicitly as a
researcher and a woman in all the variations of life’s experiences. In the same
manner, the key stakeholders have also transmitted this same authenticity, which
has contributed to effectively communicating a social story drawing the reader
closer into the daily lives of key stakeholders (Lai MA, 2013; Weaver-Hightower,
2011; Anderson, 2006). Throughout this chapter different ways of knowing are
legitimised, challenging dominance of traditional science and research (Lai MA,
2013; Mayuzumi, 2009; Chang, 2008; Wall, 2008). Figure 5 Research design.
provides an overview of the overall research design and although it lists the three-
method process in numerical order for structural purposes, the operationalisation
of the research adopted a fluid approach. There is a weaving of different lenses of
analysis throughout the three-method process, with all stages conducted in
unison. The continuing section discusses the purpose and objectives which holds

together the overall research design.
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3.4 Methods

The data collection methods used in the research design are discussed in a
systematic order. The data collection for the first of the three-method was achieved
by writing an autobiographical account. Autoethnography as a method
encompasses both process and product (Ellis, Adams and Bochner, 2011). In
contrast to qualitative ethnographic fieldwork that requires the emersion of the
researcher in an environment and direct contact with others, autoethnographic
fieldwork is an emersion of recollection and reflection (Chang, 2008). Through
memory, recounting the narratives that made part of my childhood, | was able to
weave in the life stories of my grandmother and mother (Clandinin and Connelly,
2000). Furthermore, the data gathering took a month of writing. Due to the
demand of this recollection process, | pulled in and out from the text to allow deep
reflection and conversations with close family members and my supervisor, Dr
Janaka Jayawickrama. By pulling away and create a space between writing the
process was greatly beneficial and healing (Foster, McAllister and O’Brien, 2005). In
this simultaneous process, as | pulled in and out of my own autoethnographic
account, | was also conducting the virtual community participation and observation
research. Ten meeting sessions were recorded from the virtual community’s
participant observations, resulting in 21 hours of observation time across three
months from April to July 2021. The sessions usually comprised 10 to 30 members
and ranged from a wide variation of agendas to engage members in advocacy,
communication, research meetings, and member events. The virtual community’s
participant observations did not include online data as a common denominator of
virtual studies (Varis, 2014). These sessions took place on a virtual meeting
platform, like Zoom or Google-meets and were carried out in a conference style
setting. | used an independent audio recorder to be unobtrusive and prevent
disruption (Pink, 2015). The primary data collected for the second and third method
process were members’ spoken words with their cameras both on and off. This
resulted in the bulk of the data collection for methods two and three. The
participation element to the virtual communities is centred around all members

knowing that | am a researcher and a temporary member of their community
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(Barratt and Maddox, 2016; Hammersley and Atkinson, 2007). The complexities of
their global and local worlds can be understood from adopting a feminist lens;
these trans-local and wider experiences merge when the participants encounter
one another (Hjorth et al., 2017; Varis, 2014, p.2). The data gathered were
transcribed in NVivo and simultaneously coded in conjunction with observation
notes (Pink, 2015). As part of the final process of data gathering, specific to the
third-method process, | established a two-process interview that allowed the key
stakeholder interviewees to delve into rich descriptive narratives of their
experiences of empowerment and to connect these experiences from a policy and

practice perspective brining an ethnographic lens to the discussion.
3.4.1 Rationale for Sampling Approach

Purposeful sampling is a widely used qualitative research technique that
identifies and selects information-rich cases, which is effective and appropriate in
cases of limited resources (Patton, 2002). This was key to the research inquiry,
particularly due to time constraints that dictated the completion of the thesis.
Purposeful sampling was adopted for methods two and three, of the three-method
process, to select virtual communities and individuals with a deep knowledge both
from a personal and work perspective about the empowerment of women and girls,
education, health and wellbeing (Palinkas et al., 2015). This sampling method
required the judgement of the researcher to identify potential participants who
could provide rich and informed accounts of their experiences of empowerment
through education (Moser and Korstjens, 2018). The use of thematic analysis as the
chosen method of analysis demands a small number of participants who can offer
this depth and insight. In addition to the prerequisite of knowledge and experience,
in the ongoing observation and participation of the virtual communities, members
displayed a keenness and willingness to express and articulate their understanding
about the phenomenon of interest in a reflective manner (Bernard, 2002). Through
purposeful sampling, and the two-stage key informant interview process, a rich
narration of lives, familial struggles, and lessons learnt were possible, followed by

discussion of the phenomena of interest from a policy perspective.
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As qualitative methods place emphasis on saturation, the recruitment of
participants happened in parallel with the observation and participation of the
virtual community, so that there was no time pressure to obtain a comprehensive
understanding. If new substantive information was required, | could still pursue
recruitment after the observation of the virtual community had ended (Miles and

Huberman, 1994).

3.4.2 Research Method One: A Personal Account of the Journey Seeking

Empowerment Through Education

Method one is a reflective written account of my experience with
empowerment. It examines coping mechanisms learnt and explores links between
learning and wellbeing. This autoethnographic account goes beyond my
experiences and into the lives of my grandmother and mother. Therefore,
acknowledging their empowerment landscape, and weaving their stories in with
mine. This first stage method strengthens the thesis through a deep reflective
process and introduces my cultural roots and exposure to marginalised and rural
women. The method process holds an invaluable positioning in the research design.
In many ways autoethnography is like holding up a mirror, and as you peer through
and study your reflection, you question the “Who am | really?” (Vasudev, 2016;
Kabat-Zin, 2003; Krishnamurti, 1978; Buddha, c. 563/480-c. 483/400 BCE). Since the
beginning of the human civilisation, this has been a question that shows up in
ancient texts as humans have always grappled with this (Buddha, c. 563/480-c.
483/400 BCE). As argued by Campbell (2016), autoethnography is both a research
method and methodology that places the self within a social context. Although
there has been an increase in autoethnography, and autobiographical accounts in
the social sciences literature including life-histories there is still more progress to be
made. The contributions of autoethnography and autobiography to scientific
research are the epistemological positions that highlight the diversity of
perspectives, in accord with contemporary feminist, post structuralist, post
colonialist, and indigenous standpoints (Atkinson, 1999). The legitimation of the
first stage method into the narratives of my mother and grandmother, and my

narrative facilitated the dismantling of prejudices, biases and discrimination that
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seep into the unexplored realms of consciousness (Williams, 2021; Dutta and Basu,
2018; Mayuzumi, 2009; Atkinson, 1999). These personal narratives have amplified a
deeper sociological understanding within the context of Colombia, womanhood,
refugee status, poverty, rurality, marginalisation, whilst examining the broad
educational experience both from a non-Western and Western perspective (Wall,

2008).
Autoethnography is a qualitative research method that:

1) Uses a researcher’s personal experience to describe and critique cultural
beliefs, practices, and experiences.

2) Promotes the researcher’s relationship with others as an integral part of
the research.

3) Uses self-reflection to illuminate the intersections between self and
society.

4) Evokes meaning by discussing trauma and struggles.

5) Itis a form of research that brings together heart and mind, balancing
intellectual and methodological rigour, emotion, and creativity.

6) Strives for social justice and promotes a sense of liberation.

Autoethnography as a method is a courageous act that through its evocative
narrative brings out important aspects of experience, much like the writing of
Arthur Kleinman (2020) in his account of the loss of his wife. Here Kleinman (2020)
recounts his love story and intertwines it with the polemic around care or its
absence in the medical system. His own journey with care and the challenges which
he faced are presented in a very honest account about his own failures. My
autoethnographic account discusses the experience of education supporting the
aim and objectives of this research, whilst also bringing in relevant literature on

pedagogy, health and wellbeing, and topics of mentorship.

3.4.3 Research Method Two: Observation and Participation of a Virtual

Community

The virtual community in this research is a professional organisation working within

the humanitarian and development sector. The network members are established
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women within the industry. Furthermore, the community member are
representatives of the UN, INGOs, and other global platforms, which discuss and
decide policy and practice impacting the empowerment of women and girls across
the globe. This research did not engage with any social media platforms such as
Facebook, Twitter, WhatsApp Groups, or chat rooms. The virtual community
observed has a chair responsible for its members and such spaces are established
practice in the humanitarian and development field. The method of analysis for the
second stage method uses a gonzo journalistic interdisciplinary. This method
process captures the complex power dynamics, and interactions between people. It
further explores how the members learn and how they set shared goals and what

empowerment mean to them.

As part of the virtual community observation and participation, the focus of
this second method process was on the dynamics of the community, how they
learn, their shared goals and how those aspects of offline reality and online reality
flow together (Pink et al., 2016; Varis, 2014). The ethical research guidelines set out
by Schrum (1995), identify virtual communities as social groups, that through the
internet, develop notable human emotion, frequency, and personal relationships,
requiring new tools to master this ethical qualitative research. Considering the
global pandemic, digital environments are a continuation rather than a rupture to
field sites (Hjorth et al., 2017). This naturalness of field settings facilitates an in-
depth study of a virtual community in a participant observation format generating
patterns for interpretation through the data analysis (Hammersley and Atkinson,
2007, p.3). This exciting digital infrastructure represents a collaborative
environment that represents women and a shared epistemology of the
humanitarian context of and girl’s empowerment whilst upholding common goals
and values in their quest (Hjorth et al., 2017). Carter (2005, p. 149) proposes some
of the key questions that make part of the ever-growing literature of digital
ethnographic studies, inquiring about the relationships formed online and how real
life and virtual lives are interwoven regarding lived experiences. These key
guestions also open for examination the limitations that lie with digital

ethnography and the authenticity of the participants. Aspects of race, gender,
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sexuality, privilege, and disability do not disappear in cyberspace. Instead, as Harp
and Tremayne (2006, p.249) argue, “The reinforcement of traditional constructions
of gender and racial power relations illustrate the conflicting potential and reality of
the internet.” A further limitation is my influence as an observing participant and
how this may have impacted on the group and their form of expression and

participation in discussions (Richmond, 2014, p.42).

My participation and observation of the virtual community was over a four-
month period. The virtual community host invited me to different virtual gatherings
to observe different committees. While observing this international virtual
community, my participation and observation was ‘unobtrusive,” allowing the
natural flow of the virtual community to take place and with my minimising any
disruption (Webb et al., 1966). The network was welcoming, their greetings were
full of excitement and as a participatory member | introduced myself too and spoke
only when | was asked a direct question. | would then move back into the digital
shadows listening and observing. This approach deviates slightly from the ‘non-
reactive’ approach practiced by ethnographers who make no direct contact with
participants (Ugoretz, 2017). From an ethics perspective, all members were briefed
by the chair of my intentions to observe the virtual community. In keeping with the
transparency of my role, the chair of the community was briefed from the onset
about the purpose of my observation and participation. Due to the diverse nature
of the members and key stakeholders, differences in their individual social and
political contexts were considered and analysed through a feminist lens (Chakma,

2016).

The virtual community has a dynamic setting, and each committee and
meeting had its own culture. Variation in virtual dynamics and set ups brough many
unique observations. With meetings scheduled a few times in the month, not all
members were always in the same virtual rooms. There were interconnected
pockets of activity as members worked on ongoing projects and delved into
learning and training sessions. The meetings were representative of everyday

activities. The virtual community gathered to set shared goals and work through
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agendas: this was the community aspect of these gatherings (Fromming et al.,

2017; Hjorth et al., 2017; Pink et al., 2016; Murthy, 2008).

The use of virtual networks benefited this research by expanding the
geographical scope, in the same manner it facilitated the engagement with key
stakeholders who would otherwise be hard to reach (Baltar and Brunet, 2012). The
use of a sound recording device and field notes allowed for the re-creation of the
digital field and facilitated the understanding of the personal and cultural
representations particular to the virtual communities (Pink, 2015). Through this
research technique, the use of a digital recording device was an embodied mode of
engagement and participation into the everyday occurrences of the virtual

community and a part of the sensory environment (Pink, 2015, p.125).
3.4.4 Research Method Process Three: Engagement

This method is a two-part in-depth semi-structured engagement, with 10
key stakeholders across both interview phases (a) and (b). The key stakeholders are
women who have substantial experience in the field, who are experts, and are not
deemed vulnerable, who have a diverse background and experience with education
in all its forms (Ponic, Reid and Frisby, 2010). This research design is informed by
guidance for determining the number of participants based on the type of analysis
proposed (Crouch and McKenzie, 2016). Three to six participants are required for
interviews in a phenomenological study; a grounded theory study, with interviews
conducted once or twice, requires 20 to 30 participants. Taking this level of detail
into account and as both types of analysis are being adopted, this research uses in-
depth semi-structured engagement techniques accommodating both approaches
(Guest, Brunce and Johnson, 2006). As discussed in this chapter the method of
semi-structured interviews does not fit the technique used in this qualitative
methodological framework, as an interview method adheres to a separation

between researcher and participant (Datta, 2017).

The key stakeholder engagements are conducted in two parts; the first stage
delves into the lived experience of the participant and their journey to
empowerment. The second part focuses on policy implications regarding
empowerment, education, health, and wellbeing, as the participants delve into
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their working experience, providing a professional and social context of the

phenomena (Underberg-Goode, 2016).

As qualitative methods place emphasis on saturation, the recruitment of
participants happened in parallel with the observation and participation of the

virtual community, to avoid time constraint (Miles and Huberman, 1994).

The shared experiences of the women participants were described through
a phenomenological, ethnographic feminist lens, reducing the experiences lived to
their universal essence (Creswell et al., 2007, p. 17). The challenges that come with
using phenomenology as a research method are in the complexity of grasping a
phenomenon, its multidimensional nature and multi-layered meaning (Van Manen,
1990, p.78). The universality of the essence of phenomena does not fit into a neat
definition; it is the structure of meaning from the text, its units and themes that
hold the essence of the phenomena (Creswell et al., 2007; Van Manen, 1990, p.78).
As discussed in the previous section, under critical methods, the research inquiry is
an evolving theoretically informed process developed to conform to the subtleties
of the research question and sub-questions (Yanchar, Gantt, and Clay, 2005). As the
research progresses towards completion, the research design looks to grounded
theory, critical Buddhist theory, and feminist theory when formulating a
methodological pathway beyond identifying suffering to facilitate empowerment

and self-governance (Schipper, 2012).

The key stakeholder engagements were conducted simultaneously with the
remaining stage methods facilitating a researcher reflexivity that is central to
critical methods (Yanchar, Gantt, and Clay, 2005). Before a key stakeholder was
recruited through purposive sampling, | made contact by email to arrange an
informal fifteen-minute conversation to find out more about their work, who they
were, and their role within a professional capacity. The volume of data gathered
from this third stage process amounted to over 20 hours of transcribable data. In
this introductory session, | explained the research to facilitate the next steps and
provided the consent form and the project sheet information. As key stakeholders,
it was important that they took charge of the discussion. | acted more as a

facilitator in these engagements which allowed the key stakeholder to go deep into
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a reflection process (Ross, 2017). The questions were more of a guide to the
conversation (Antelo, 2014). The conversations had a natural flow, as | interjected
only to invite them to expand on a point further. In this back and forth, | also
repeated my interpretation of their meaning, to give the key stakeholder the
opportunity to correct me or confirm | had understood. The engagement technique
also drew on a critical Buddhist theoretical lens to engage fully with humility, non-

judgement, and empathy (Schipper, 2012).

3.5 Qualitative Research

Before deciding on a qualitative research study | engaged in a reflective
process, which was very important in turning the lens inward before any external
enquiry. This reflection began from the outset of the thesis, through a continuous
engagement with literature, whilst conducting the scoping review and the literature
review. Furthermore, as part of my journey on understanding ‘empowerment’ |
took up ancient technologies such as meditation, journaling, mindfulness, and Yoga

as an immersive reflective process. As argued by Mortari (2015, p.1):

Learning the practice of reflection is fundamental because it allows
people to engage into a thoughtful relationship with the world-life
and thus gain an awake stance about one’s lived experience. A
person can live in an unauthentic or in an authentic way: The
unauthentic experience happens when the person adopts an
unreflective stance that consists in staying passively enmeshed in
one’s thoughts and the authentic condition happens when the
person develops a mindful stance on his or her mental life.

In this similar manner, my preconceptions and non-reflective mainstream
educational experience refrained my ability to look beyond the paradigms of
vulnerability. These misconceptions were applied largely to non-Western women
(Shiva, 1999). My biases regarding marginalised and rural women formed by formal
schooling set ideas about what empowerment meant, was an initial stumbling block
to the progress of the research. The preconceived idea that empowered women
only operate in the marketplace and be formally educated obstructed the flow of

the research design. Assumptions about challenges equating to vulnerability as
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experiences that disabled people were among my biases. | was unable to see past
the difficulties of the women around me and engage with their resistance,
determination, and independent decision-making, which is part of a feminist
theoretical lens that is used in this qualitative research (Arruzza, Bhattacharya, and

Fraser, 2019; Shiva, 1999).

Grappling with the idea of empowerment and what an empowered woman
ought to be drew my initial interest towards a mixed methods approach (Nkwake et
al., 2017). As the PhD progressed and the findings from the scoping review and the
narrative literature review informed on the study only a qualitative methodology
could capture the experience of the phenomena and the notion of ‘becoming.” In
this, the paternalistic and colonial normative framework that enshroud the
development and women’s empowerment discourse could be challenged
(Nussbaum, 2000; Arruzza, Bhattacharya, and Fraser, 2019; Shiva, 1999; Sen, 1999).
Although the concept of empowerment is substantive in gender studies, education,
and international development in addressing power, marginality, and agency, it is
less emphasised within methodological literature (Ross, 2017). This research design
adopts an empowering approach to a qualitative research methodology. The
multidimensionality of empowerment understood through indices, uniformity, and
universal measurement proposed fundamental challenges leaving out complex
aspects of experience, interpretation, perception, insight and process that would
privilege neo-colonist epistemological and ontological assumptions of women's
empowerment (Ryder, Mackean, et al., 2020; Nkwake et al., 2017). Furthermore,
drawing from Freire’s (1972) concept of critical consciousness that argues for
education to be a transformative tool for awareness on social injustices, a
qualitative methodology further supports a reflective process (Ross, 2017).
Furthermore, the use of text as empirical material enables this research to locate
the observer in the world, bringing findings from representations including semi-
structured in-depth engagements, field notes, recordings, and observations

(Drobot, 2012; Given, 2008; Patton, 2002).

As part of my training needs analysis, | enrolled in the Qualitative Health

Research Module (HEA00033M) within the Department of Health Sciences
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examining the theoretical and practical aspects of carrying out a qualitative

research design. In this research design, the application of qualitative methodology

is adopted as an umbrella term for numerous inquiry strategies that give meaning

to the human experience through interpretation, perception and the production of

the social world (Butler-Kisber, 2018; Flick, 2007; Mason, 1996). Denzin and Lincoln

(2018; 2005) delineate nine historical moments of qualitative research that depict

the transition from Sexton’s description of the latter modern era to the postmodern

way of thinking.

1.

The Traditional Phase: (1900 — 1942), work was presented as objective,
but was explicit with colonising depictions of reality that misrepresented
other people and their cultures.

The Modernist Phase: (1940 — 1970), qualitative research attempted to
match the rigour of quantitative research.

The Blurred Genres Phase: (1970 — 1986), an experimental phase with
narrative ways of doing and knowing, which attended to relational
aspects of research.

The Crisis of Representation: (mid 1980s — 1990), called on the reflexivity
of the research, and emphasised all phases of the research process as a
series of constructions made and interpreted by the research.

The Postmodern Phase: (1990 — 1995), the engagement with
experimental forms of writing and participatory inquiry.

The Post-experimental Phase: (1995 — 2000), new ways were emerging
through an arts-based way to study and portray lived experiences.

The Methodologically Contested Phase: (2000 — 2004), questioning
methods.

The Fractured Future: (2005 — 2017), confronting conservative
measures in its attempt to rein in qualitative inquiry to be more in line
with a positivistic orientation.

A Punctuation Point: (2017 -), A point of reckoning to begin to

understand more fully this edge of a new colonialism to keep our eyes
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on issues of social justice to achieve voice and presence at the policy

table.
(Butler-Kisber, 2018, pp.8-9)

This historical timeline highlights the promotion of qualitative research by
education, anthropologists and sociolinguists, together with the influence of
narrative and feminist work in the 1980s with the more recent arts-based
methodologies surging from the postmodern movement (Butler-Kisber, 2018). The
‘punctuation point’ that marks the ninth moment is a continuous period that
establishes the moral grounding to qualitative research on social justice issues. It
marks an exciting time to understand a new colonialism that edges closer and
through qualitative research, moral, allegorical and therapeutic projects can be

pursued (Flick, 2007, p.7).

The exploratory nature of this research study requires a qualitative
framework based on a small sample to probe beyond appearance and manifest
meaning (Crouch and McKenzie, 2016). The focus of the overall research question
and sub-questions are open-ended to understand people’s definition of
empowerment, learning, and wellbeing. Furthermore, the emerging data in this
study have developed themes that provide a deeper understanding of the
phenomena of ‘becoming’ from the perspective of the key stakeholders, virtual
community and personal narrative account (Campbell, 2014). Following this same
logic, the subjectivity in life’s challenges and sufferings that make part of the lived
experience towards empowerment, are narratives that cannot be quantified or
analysed in numbers to support or refute a hypothesis (Campbell, 2014, p.3). The
findings from the scoping literature review conducted indicate gaps relating to
indigenous pedagogy and ancient wisdom being disregarded, mainly by
contemporary, mainstream, and non-mainstream educational programmes. This
has impacted on the facilitation of empowerment and wellbeing to marginalised
women (Acharya and Robinson-Pant, 2019; Dejaeghere and Lee, 2011; Shah, 2011).
This research is therefore concerned with filling this research gap, with the
imperative to showcase the view of women in the Global South. While the research

study is informed by theory, it is not testing existing theories. Through the
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development of the research design, critiques of qualitative methodology are
addressed to ensure a more robust study (Austin and Sutton, 2014; Campbell, 2014;

Jonker, Pennink, and Bartjan, 2010).

3.6 Qualitative Trustworthiness

There remains a conundrum regarding the trustworthiness to qualitative
research with different debates failing to draw closer to an accord. It is worth
highlighting that this questioning of trustworthiness is a Euro-North American
motion. A notion challenged by the non-European and non-North American
research practices (Rodney, 1972; Fanon, 1961). There are three dominant
arguments regarding this issue, the first is to set the same strict positivist standard
that is applied to quantitative research to qualitative research; the second
argument is that a new criterion should be devised for qualitative research; and the
final argument is presented by those that reject any predetermined criteria for
judging qualitative research (Rolfe, 2006). Considering there is no generic criteria
that governs judgements of trustworthiness within qualitative research, the former
two arguments are rejected. This section presents the unique and relevant
approach taken to satisfy quality judgements for this research. The research design,
through its stages, involves a diverse set of key stakeholders, who hold a spectrum
of lived experiences from both the Global North and the Global South, and have
exposure to Western and non-Western societies. In this multiplicity of key
stakeholders, there is a strong triangulation of data sources. In this way, findings
from this research design are independent (Denzin, 1978). A further aspect to the
trustworthiness of this qualitative research study has been the continuous
engagement with a reflective practice. Using grounded theory as a method, which
involved the practical use of memo writing when analysing the data, the coding
process involved a constant comparison, and deliberate articulation of my
thoughts, feelings and reflective interpretation of the data (Mohajan and Mohajan,
2022). Subsequently, the research methodology has not been biased to formulate
the desired narrative or a romanticisation of anti-colonial sentiment dividing

between Western and non-Western. Rather, through the diversity of the key
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stakeholders and the three-method process, the commonalities experienced as
women emerged. Another commonality that united the key stakeholders in their
experience was choice that determines an empowered state or one of

disempowerment (Vasudev, 2016; Kabat-Zin, 2003; Krishnamurti, 1978).

In terms of validity, the research design shows a dynamic process with the
gap between researcher and keyholder narrowed. The parameters of
trustworthiness that govern this research reject the positivist application of
reliability as a significant measure of quality in qualitative research. It is further
argued that validity is not a technical matter as such, but rather this research
interprets and applies validity as a matter of judgement (Sandelowski, 1993). To
expand further on this point with a practical explanation of how validity is proven,
this research is grounded on principles of engagement, presence, and deep
listening (Kleinman, 2017). There has been to-and-fro with the key stakeholders,
community and with my reflexivity, establishing a vigorous review of the
interpretation of the data. In this, the research design has been instrumental in

facilitating the validity and trustworthiness of this qualitative research.

The inclusion of critical methods has established a research openness that
has no predetermined methodology imposed on the research data for it to fit. On
the contrary, this study is research led and through the research design they key
stakeholders have contributed, led, and reshaped the research design as the
engagements and community participation developed. In this manner, validity and
trustworthiness has been met through a flexible and organic approach rather than a

set of technical steps (Sandelowski, 1993).

By imparting a feminist lens to what is classed as traditional research, that at
times is gender-blind, this research design addresses domination, power, social
(in)justice. The use of participatory methods to facilitate an authentic motivation
for key stakeholder narratives (through cultivating partnerships) has further

supported the trustworthiness of this research (Denzin, 1978).
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3.6.1 Limitations of Using Qualitative Research Methods

Qualitative research has its limitations and is often criticised as “biased,
small scale, anecdotal, and/or lacking rigour” (see also the list of critiques below:

Anderson, 2010, p.2). The three-method process entails:

1. Personal account of my journey to empowerment.
2. Participant observation of a virtual community.

3. Key stakeholder engagements.

This research has been designed to overcome initial critiques and
strengthen the rigour of the research inquiry (Thomas and Magilvy, 2011; Foster,
1997; Kirk and Miller, 1986). As discussed in the previous sections, the
autoethnographic part is an essential component that addresses some of the
limitations in a qualitative research framework, mainly the bias, through a deeply
reflective process of my experiences and those of my grandmother and mother
(Williams, 2021; Lichterman, 2017; Nicholls, 2009; Dowling, 2006). To address the
general limitations of qualitative research, which range from rigour and validity to
volume of data and the complexities in presenting the findings, purposive sampling
was used for both the second and third research method processes. The
participants come from a diverse set of cultural backgrounds and educational
experiences with different religious and spiritual influences, bringing a strong and
accurate representation of the phenomena (Crouch and McKenzie, 2016; Robinson,

2014).

1. Research quality is heavily dependent on the individual skills of the
researcher and more easily influenced by the researcher’s personal
biases and idiosyncrasies.

2. Rigour is more difficult to maintain, assess, and demonstrate.

3. The volume of data makes analysis and interpretation time-
consuming.

4. ltis sometimes not as well understood and accepted as quantitative

research within the scientific community.
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5. The researcher’s presence during data gathering, which is often
unavoidable in qualitative research, can affect the subjects’
responses.

6. Issues of anonymity and confidentiality can present problems when
presenting findings.

7. Findings can be more difficult and time-consuming to characterise in

a visual way.
(Anderson, 2010, p.2-3)

Furthermore, the research inquiry has also taken to ‘contradictory evidence’
or deviant cases to ensure the researcher bias does not interfere with the
perception of the data and analysis (Anderson, 2010). In addressing the research
question, which specifically looks at educational experiences of women from non-
Western societies, it was equally important to have a key stakeholder representing
the Global North. In addition, the other key stakeholders had experience with
Western societies and aspects of Western mainstream education. In this way, the
limitations of rigour and validity are addressed as the research uses strong
purposive sampling of individuals with a deep lived experience that mirror the
complexities the research is addressing. In this way it does not become about white
versus non-White, or the Global North against the Global South. The research
design presents a spectrum of epistemological and ontological ways of being and
knowing. Through a deviant case analysis, any findings generated from the data
present a wide range of observations, facilitating novel theoretical relationships and
assurance of a rigorous research study (Mills, Durepos, and Wiebe, 2010; Seal and
Silverman, 1997). Table 1 discusses how this qualitative research framework

addresses the remaining limitations through its use of methodology and methods.
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Table 1 Addressing the limitations of qualitative research.

Main limitations of qualitative research

Addressing the limitations

Rigour is more difficult to maintain, assess and demonstrate.

The volume of data makes analysis and interpretation time-
consuming.

It is sometimes not as well understood and accepted as
guantitative research within the scientific community.

In ensuring rigour and validity of research findings, the research
has used the techniques of contradictory evidence (deviant
cases) to ensure researcher bias does not interfere or alter the
perception of the data (Allen, 2017).

Throughout the interview process, the participant's response
was repeated back to ensure the researcher's interpretations of
their responses were not inconsistent and challenging any
possible assumptions or preconceived notions.

The two-stage interview process allowed for a short
recompilation of the previous interview and to go over similar
topics from a policy perspective.

The coding programme NVivo was used to minimise the length of
time for data analysis. The recorded interviews were transcribed
onto Nvivo, whilst simultaneously coding and making
observational notes.

Despite the concern and limitations in using qualitative research,
it must be stressed that even in a world where numbers and
statistical analysis allow data objectification, some information is
better collected, understood, and analysed using a qualitative
research method (Campbell, 2014). The overarching aim of this
research is to critically examine the modern philosophies and
ancient wisdoms to formulate a framework that can facilitate the
empowerment of women and girls. Following this same logic, the
subjectivity in life's challenges and sufferings that make part of
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Main limitations of qualitative research

Addressing the limitations

The researcher's presence during data gathering, which is
often unavoidable in qualitative research, can affect the
subjects' responses.

Research quality is heavily dependent on the individual skills
of the researcher and more easily influenced by the
researcher's personal biases and idiosyncrasies.

Issues of anonymity and confidentiality can present problems
when presenting findings.

the lived experience towards empowerment are narratives that
cannot be quantified or analysed in numbers to support or refute
a hypothesis (Campbell, 2014, p.3).

The three-method design provided a natural setting for the
participant observations and allowed me time to become
familiarised with the key stakeholder interviewees, so my
presence felt familiar, and the interviewees felt comfortable.
Through reflexivity and the personal reflective account, this
research has closed the distance between researcher and
participant, which is argued as a strength, evoking greater trust
and allowing the interviews to develop into detailed, in-depth
textual data (Dowling, 2006). Furthermore, reflexivity assumes a
pivotal role in feminist research (King, 1994). The three-method
has also ensured that on multiple levels, the researcher was
intimately involved in both the process and product of the
research (Dowling, 2006). From my own ontological and
epistemological understanding, | have been able to identify with
the women members of the virtual community and the key
stakeholder participants, being aware of the values, beliefs, and
perceptions that are influencing the research process, bringing
about greater engagement to this research (Sandelowski, 1986).

Anonymity was offered to all research participants throughout all
three methods. Due to the different methods, | broke down the
process to safeguard offline identification and online self-
representation to ensure the privacy of all participants and
virtual communities.
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Main limitations of qualitative research

Addressing the limitations

Findings can be more difficult and time-consuming to
characterise in a visual way.

Method 1: | identified myself through my own personal account
but changed the names of individuals and institutions as
appropriate.

Method 2: Anonymity was given to all virtual communities, the
organisations that took part in the study. All virtual communities
had their names changed and were distinguished code numbers.
All identifiable knowledge such as partnerships, virtual locations
(website, emails, or charity numbers) was kept anonymous. Only
with written consent will the locations in which they operate be
disclosed, whether they are representatives of a local NGO,
INGO, or a larger International Development Agency. Any other
approaches and programme knowledge, any other details
concerning their structure that may be important to the global
analysis of examining pedagogical approaches that are
empowering will only be used with written consent.

Method 3: All participants were assigned pseudonyms that
cannot be linked back to the person, address, or any other form
of identification. Only with written consent will the person's job
role be disclosed. Real representation will be given to policies
discussed, and to countries impacted by policies and government
legislation. This research will not use any personal data, as the
only focus was experiences with education and empowerment.
No other identifiable information was asked or used.

This research received ethics approval from the RGC of the
Department.

The increased acceptance of qualitative research has meant
clearer guidelines in presenting. The methodology, methods, and
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Main limitations of qualitative research

Addressing the limitations

Caveats Chapter is presented in a traditional manner, with a
methods section clearly stating and justifying how the particular
methods and theoretical frameworks were guided by the
research questions (Dowling, 2006). Furthermore, the purposive
sampling used draws out the characteristics and relevance to the
wider population, limiting the difficulty in presenting the findings
(Anderson, 2010). Through thematic analysis, the data are colour
coded, representing the wider themes relating to empowerment,
education, health and wellbeing, and technology, also used in
the scoping review and narrative literature review to provide a
greater visualisation of the data gathered (Elo and Kyngas, 2008).
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However, despite the concern and limitations in using qualitative research,
it must be stressed that even in a world where numbers and statistical analysis
allow data objectification, some information is better collected, understood, and
analysed using a qualitative research method (Campbell, 2014). The overarching
aim of this research is to critically examine the pedagogical approaches that
facilitate the empowerment of girls and women living in marginalised and rural
settings. The idea is to formulate a methodological pathway to empower girls and
women living in the context of uneven development; this requires burrowing deep
into the lived experiences, which can only be facilitated through a qualitative
methodological framework (Austin and Sutton, 2014; Campbell, 2014; Jonker,
Pennink, and Bartjan, 2010).

3.6.2 Methodological Framework and Data Collection Methods

This section discusses the methodological framework as shown in Figure 5
Research design, through a range of literary sources weaving in the anthropological
premise which underpins the research. In researching the experience of
empowerment and education it should be noted that the essence of these
experiences is embedded in culture (Kleinman and Benson, 2006). The spectrum of
these everyday experiences and relations with policy and practice is captured
through this anthropological lens. As argued by Kleinman and Benson

(2006, pp.1673-1674):

Anthropologists emphasise that culture is not a single variable but
rather comprises multiple variables, affecting all aspects of
experience. Culture is inseparable from economic, political,
religious, psychological, and biological conditions. Culture is a
process through which ordinary activities and conditions take on an
emotional tone and a moral meaning for participants.
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Figure 6, shows a state of heterogeneousness and movement between
experience and exposure. For example, one key stakeholder can hold many
experiences within this spectrum as they oscillate between a state of individuality

and collectivism.
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Figure 6 Dynamic nature of experiences.

This section captures the vivacity of experience which is embedded in
culture by unravelling the embodiment of meaning of interpersonal relations,
religious and spiritual practices, learning experiences, and the key stakeholders’
collective and individual identities. This section discusses the eclectic toolbox
offered by anthropology through autoethnography and digital ethnography
(American Anthropology Association, 2021; Kleinman and Benson, 2006). In
addition, this section discusses phenomenology, grounded theory, followed by the

methods, and the analytical framework.
3.6.2.1 Ethnography

Ethnography is a technique developed in the 19t" century by Western
anthropologist and was originally developed as a descriptive account to make sense
of cultural values and normative assumptions of non-Western community and

culture, complimenting the term ‘ethnology’ (Hammersley and Atkinson, 2007, p.2).

The three-method design incorporates the technique of ethnography

throughout. The research design flows between autoethnography that is central to
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the first of the three-methods, and digital ethnography that is more prominent
throughout method stages two and three, whilst retaining the key principles of
ethnography that documents patterns of life that give meaning to experience
(Hammersley and Atkinson, 2007; Kleinman and Benson, 2006; Kleinman, 1995). As
there is no sharp distinction that separates between ethnography,
autoethnography, and virtual ethnography, the methodological framework is based
on the issues of cultural consumption that relate to learning, empowerment, and
wellbeing from a cultural context through the key stakeholder engagement and
observation and participation of the virtual community (Hammersley and Atkinson,
2007). The breadth of ethnography and its many multidisciplinary influences that
promote qualitative approaches does not take away its value in this research
inquiry to overtly participate in a rich virtual community whose women members
represent various international organisations working with the empowerment of
women and girls. In this engagement process, through ethnography, and its
variations, the research has made sense of the impact community has in the
personal journeys seeking empowerment and in making sense of cultural values
and normative assumptions that shape these very real and lived virtual spaces that
are communities (Kleinman, 2006, 1995). An important aspect of the research
design is the ability to follow the virtual community members as they experience
networking, learning, and empowerment. In this multifaceted process, the
expression of who we are as a community and as individual members is intertwined
in this complex process of ‘becoming’ in the context of social relationships. Through
this research design, these social negotiations that give expression to
empowerment, wellbeing, and learning can be fully explored. Pierre Bourdieu’s
(1930-2002) work unravels the social context that liberates or restricts, the
internalisation of values and norms, and the fundamentals that shape the learning
tools that carry and give interpretations of the world (Fromming et al., 2017;
Lichterman, 2017; Pink et al., 2016; Varis, 2014; Hammersley and Atkinson, 2007;
Carter, 2005). In this same manner, community and individual contexts surface
giving way to a co-arising of challenges and situations that influence the

empowerment of the key stakeholders (Schipper, 2012; Watts, 1987).
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3.6.2.2 Digital Ethnography

In light of the plethora of terminological invocations used by scholars
engaged with ethnographic research, on, or through digital platforms, the term
‘digital ethnography' encompasses different methodological choices, purporting to
be a more inclusive term (Abidin and de Seta, 2020; Murthy, 2008). The ethical
research guidelines set out by Schrum (1995) identify virtual communities as social
groups, which through the internet develop notable human emotion, frequency,
and personal relationships, requiring new tools to master this ethical qualitative
research. Furthermore, Schrum (1995) points out an ‘obligation’ that the researcher
has to the virtual community to present themselves authentically. In light of the
global pandemic, digital environments are a continuation rather than a rupture to
field sites (Hjorth et al., 2017). This naturalness of field settings facilitates an in-
depth study of a virtual community in a semi-unstructured format that generates
patterns for interpretation through the data analysis (Hammersley and Atkinson,
2007, p.3). This exciting digital infrastructure represents a collaborative
environment that have a shared epistemology of the humanitarian context of
women’s and girls” empowerment whilst upholding common goals and values in

their quest (Hjorth et al., 2017).

Some of the distinguishable elements of digital ethnography lie in how
research data are gathered and the digital formats that play a significant role in the
context of participants’ everyday life. Carter (2005, p.149) proposes some of the
key questions that make part of the ever-growing literature of digital ethnographic
studies, inquiring about the relationships formed online and how real life and
virtual lives are interwoven regarding lived experiences. These key questions also
open for examination on the limitations that lie with digital ethnography and the
authenticity of participants. Through the use of a gonzo journalistic analysis and
following on from this point regarding capturing the reality of online and the offline
realties, which cloud the virtual field, data collection was made possible by an
immersion into the virtual community. As argued by Moser (2012, p.88): “Gonzo is

also a narrative technique, a form of subjective, participatory literary journalism
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that places the narrator in the centre of the narrative while it spontaneously

records a dark reality, often fabricated.”

In this crossroad between virtual and offline reality, aspects of ‘race,’
gender, sexuality, privilege, and disability do not disappear in cyberspace (Hjorth et
al., 2017; Barratt and Maddox, 2016; Pink et al., 2016; Murthy, 2008). Instead, as
Harp and Tremayne (2006, p.249) argue, “The reinforcement of traditional
constructions of gender and racial power relations illustrates the conflicting
potential and reality of the internet.” A further limitation is my impact as an
observing participant and how it may have actively influenced the group and their
expression and participation in discussions (Richmond, 2014, p.42). The underlining
historical colonial tones to which ethnography has been partial to are also
acknowledged and addressed in my reflexive process. The separation of them and
us, and the researcher being humble and willing to listen about another culture,
draws on my non-Western familial background to address the empiricism within
research (Crook and Crang, 1995). Here also lies the importance of borrowing from
the indigenous methodological paradigms and earth democracy, rooted in care,
where humans are tied with ecological responsibility and economic justice based on

the law of return, equal partnerships and respect (Navdanya International, 2021).
3.6.2.3 Autoethnography

The first stage of the research methods is a self-reflective autobiography
that explores my personal experience with empowerment within a wider familial,
cultural, political, historical, and social context. Autoethnography is an important
research method to explore marginalisation, rurality, oppression, and suffering
within the context of empowerment. Furthermore, this research moves towards
the use of decolonising research methods to address concerns of the portrayal of
women living in marginalised and rural context as victims, exposing crucial lessons
in their resistance, self-determination and freedom (Williams, 2021). For example,
the reports of colonialism in psychological research highlight how black and Latin
American people are frequently portrayed through a deficit lens, ignoring their
strengths, values, cultural wealth and instead problematising specific groups of

people through colonising methodologies (Toldson and Johns, 2016).
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There is power in the stories that we share in order to endure, and as we tell
these stories they allow us to live better (Ellis, Adams and Bochner, 2011).
Autoethnography is an emersion into the stories of ourselves and our families,
culture, and political landscape that shape us. Autoethnography is a research
method that confronts the notion of the researcher being an outsider to other’s
perspectives, and through reflexivity, interrogates between the self, society, and
politics (Ellis, Adams and Bochner, 2011, p.2). From the start of my PhD journey, |
have kept a journal about my learning, noting my frustrations, biases, and self-
interrogating thoughts about womanhood, suffering and empowerment. The story
of my grandmother and my mother is an evocative narrative that helps answer the
guestion, “Who am | really?” in a form of ‘collaborative witnessing;’ their stories
intertwine with my own as | reflect upon the formation of our womanhood and
empowerment. Some of the challenges with autoethnography lie in the emotional
exhaustion that occurs when the researcher digs deep into chaotic and traumatising
events, by revisiting past experiences (Pearce, 2010). The practice of introspection
through journaling, meditation, reading spiritual and philosophical texts, and yoga

was fundamental for my engagement with the first of the three-method stage.
3.6.2.4 Phenomenology

As a form of qualitative research, phenomenology is largely philosophical. It
allows scholars to learn from the experience of others (Neubauer, Witkop and
Varpio, 2019). The virtual element to this research design has allowed for a broader
purposive sampling. In understanding the phenomena of empowerment and
learning, the first stage of the key informant engagements delves into the lived
experience of the key stakeholders and their journey to empowerment. To capture
this experience their essence of being and what it is to ‘be,’ is intricately woven into
these stories. The first stage of the key informant interviews emphasised the
individual and the meaning to their social reality. The shared experience with the
phenomena is described through a phenomenological lens, reducing the
experiences lived to their universal essence (Creswell et al., 2007, p.17). Similarly,
what is striking about phenomenology as a research method, is that it can tease the

person’s philosophy as experiential and not as theoretical. Here lies the essence of
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the findings to this research inquiry; this approach helped to achieve the aim of the

research and the three objectives:

1. To examine the mainstream philosophies, policies, and practices on
education and empowerment.

2. To analyse non-mainstream knowledge systems and ancient wisdoms on
pedagogical approaches that facilitate empowerment.

3. To formulate a framework to facilitate the empowerment of girls and

women in contrast to intervention-based educational approaches.

The essence of these experiences, and not the explanations or analysis
(Moustakas, 1994), draws us nearer to understanding what empowerment is, as
experienced by women (Kleinman, 1995). For the German philosopher, Georg
Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (1770-1831), “Phenomenology refers to knowledge as it
appears to consciousness, the science of describing what one perceives, senses, and
knows in one’s immediate awareness and experience” (Moustakas, 1994, p.26).
Phenomenology as a research method, stressed the similarities of these lived
experiences uniting the key stakeholders, rather than dividing due to their
differences; “The insight into the essence of a phenomenon involves a process of
reflectively appropriating, of clarifying, and of making explicit the structure of

meaning of the lived experiences” (Van Manen, 1990, p.78).

The philosophical assumptions that describe a hermeneutic
phenomenological research inquiry are interested in the interpretative aspect of
the ‘texts’ of life (hermeneutic), as a dynamic interplay between six research

activities that consist mainly of:

e Discovering the phenomenon of interest.

e Reflecting on the essential themes.

e Underlying what constitutes the nature of these lived experiences.

e Writing a description of the phenomenon through an interpretative
process.

e Meditating between the different meanings of the lived experiences.
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e Grasping the essential meaning of the phenomenon.
(Van Manen, 1990, p.26)

The ultimate purpose of imparting a phenomenological reflection to
women’s experience is to understand the experience as lived. This permits the
pedagogical essence of a particular experience and not as a professional researcher
or phenomenologist, but as a woman also making sense of empowerment. The
challenges that come with using phenomenology as a research method is in the
complexity of grasping the multidimensionality of phenomena (Van Manen, 1990,
p.78). The universality of the essence of phenomena does not fit into a neat
description; it is the structure of meaning from the text, the units and themes that

hold the essence of the phenomena (Creswell et al., 2007; Van Manen, 1990, p.78).

The need to impart a feminist, Buddhist and Marxist lens is because under
phenomenology the social context only becomes important as an expression of the
individual experience, which is part of the mundane, the everyday world. This
limitation was considered and minimised by observing and participating in a virtual
community that constituted part of these women’s broader social and community
landscape using digital ethnography. The methodological principles of
phenomenology struggle to explain power's impact and imposing world views on
participants, highlighting phenomenology’s philosophical origins. With this micro-
lens, identity is something that will be highlighted, which is understood as the

individual making sense of empowerment.
3.6.2.5 Grounded Theory

An essential part of the research objectives is to create a methodological
pathway that facilitates the empowerment of women and girls who have
experienced marginality and rurality. The methodological framework imparts a
usefulness through grounded theory, designed to be of ‘use’ to develop theories
that can be applied in real life situations (Oktay, 2013). The thread of
empowerment is encrusted throughout the research design and learning; it is not
merely the phenomenon studied, but both operationalised by the key stakeholders

and the researcher and theoretical framework. Corley and Carey (2015) argue that
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grounded theory methodology provides room for adaptation and creativity in its
implementation, precisely because it can facilitate the production of informative
insights. Glaser and Strauss (1967) provide a methodological guide; the research
uses an inductive process to develop a methodological pathway that provides
insight and understanding into how education facilitates empowerment throughout

the three-method process.

In this qualitative methodological framework, grounded theory is used as
both a methodology and a method (Turner and Astin, 2021). The framework of
principles that underpin this research is a research openness. Grounded theory
complements this approach together with critical methods and indigenous
methodology, as it takes on an inductive approach to data, facilitating the
generation of theory. From a method lens, grounded theory is used by developing
codes and memos in the data analysis (Turner and Astin, 2021). Due to the
chequered history of grounded theory, there is a disjointed approach and few
practical examples of grounded theory in use in the literature (Sbaraini et al., 2011).
The evolution of grounded theory and its epistemological underpinnings have not

been linear and can be mapped into four stages with a fifth emerging (see Table 2),

Table 2 Evolution of grounded theory and its epistemological underpinnings

(Sbaraini et al., 2011, p.2).

Stages Original authors
Stages one and two: Barney Glaser, Anselm Strauss, and
Classic grounded theory Julie Corbin
Stages three and four: Kathy Charmaz and Adele Clarke
Constructivist Grounded Theory
Stage five (emerging): Leonard Schaztman

Dimensional Analysis
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Grounded theory as a methodology has facilitated the examination of how
people have journeyed through to empowerment. At the heart of this methodology
and method lies the premise that we do not know (Sbaraini et al., 2011). In this,
grounded theory supports the overall theoretical framework to this research
design, which incorporates non-Western philosophies. The Hindu sciences discusses
this Shoonya — no-thing or no-thingness: “As the life that you are, you have a
choice: either you can be a small creature in the vase of emptiness, or you can be
that emptiness which is the source of all creation” (Sadhguru, 2021, p.31). In the
theoretical analysis of the three-method process, there are aspects of the unknown

which are present in the everyday experience of the phenomena.
3.6.2.6 Critical Buddhist Theory

It is in the same vein of seeking what pedagogical approaches empower
women and girls that the methodological framework draws on critical Buddhist
theory. Research can be defined as “an activity that involves finding out, in a more,
or less systematic way, things you did not know” (Walliman, 2011, p.7). In this
hegemony of Western influence on research, the systematic investigation to search
for the truth through continuous questioning and observation by Buddha is
overlooked, and philosophers such as Socrates of the same period are more closely
associated with the origins of research (Laksiri, 2016). There are many lessons that
can be drawn from Buddha and Buddhist teaching and its grasp of knowledge and
systematic research, in prominent fields of psychology, sociology, ecology, politics
and governance, education, and health (Laksiri, 2016; Schipper, 2012; Nauriyal,
Drummond, and Lal, 2006; Henning, 2002). There is an operational aspect to this
research which meets one of the objectives of this thesis to propose a framework
that can be used and adapted for engaging with women and girls. The proposed
framework is adaptable to both non-Western and Wester societies. In support of
this objective, critical Buddhist theory brings forth a two-fold process, to
understand, dukkha (human suffering), and the second element is magga (to
overcome that suffering) (Laksiri, 2016; Schipper, 2012). Although enshrouded in a
deep spiritual and religious sense of liberation, the premise to distinguish what is

not, critical Buddhist theory provides a methodological pathway to overcome
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suffering, offering an exemplary approach to research (Laksiri, 2016; Schipper,
2012). Research from a Western lens is like a knife in the sense that it cuts. It is
sharp in its critique, and this is, of course, useful, but as this research looks beyond
a critique to mainstream education and into an emerging methodological
framework, it needs a methodological pathway that permits an adaptation of

knowledge from the data (Schipper, 2012).

This qualitative methodological research design draws on the Buddhist
principle of the theory of catvari-arya-satyani, the Four Noble Truths, which is one

of the fundamental and nuclear Buddhist teachings (Fung Key, 2011, p.158);

duhkha or duhkha-satya — Suffering or nature of Suffering
samudaya or samudaya-satya — Cause of Suffering

nirodha or nirodha-satya — Ceasing of Suffering

el A

mdrga or marga-satya — Path of Ceasing of Suffering

The use of critical Buddhist theory has also influenced the pedagogical
approach of my own post graduate experience. The supervision style which has
guided this research has strong elements of Buddhist pedagogy. Much like the
Buddha’s own pedagogical style, there has been a holistic emphasis in the teaching
on a psychological, emotional, mental, and spiritual level (Kariyawasam, 2014;
Schipper, 2012). The culmination of this teaching style has infused the

methodological framework to connect both heart and mind in this inquiry.

A further element of critical Buddhist theory and its influence in this
research methodology, lies in the Buddhist doctrine of paticca samuppada
(independent co-arising) (Schipper, 2012). In drawing out a methodological
framework that allows for the inquiry into a research question that delves into the
experiences of non-Western women, the linear notions of empowerment and
progress are not adequate to understand the intricacies of these stakeholders’
complex settings. From a Buddhist ethics lens, “Reality appears as an
interdependent process wherein change and choice, dower and deed, person and

community are mutually causative” (Macy, 1979, p.38).
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3.6.2.7 Indigenous Theory

Although this research methodology discusses the move away from a
normative colonial research framework through its research design, it does not
explicitly enter the sphere of decolonising methodology. Rather, the use of
indigenous theory stems from the findings of the scoping review and the narrative
literature review. The power imbalance that dominates mainstream education is
reflected in the misplaced premise that within indigenous and rural women and
communities their lies an absence of knowledge (Acharya and Robinson-Pant,
2019). This motivated a narrative literature review into the ancient wisdom that
supports indigenous knowledge and way of being, including practices and rituals
(Ryser, 2012). From this stem the legitimacy in using both indigenous theory and an
indigenous methodology to widen the scope in the inquiry over whether education
empowers women and girls from non-Western societies. Blending further into
these method with critical Buddhist theory, for the embodiment of knowledge
(Laksiri, 2016; Schipper, 2012). The use of stakeholders rather than interview
participants and the strict application of methodology and methods set a division
which perpetuates a colonial thinking (Nickson et al., 2011; Julid and Kondrat,
2005). In this non-duality, which calls on oneness and interconnectedness, flows the
three-method process. “Within indigenous ways-of-knowing, in being, knowledge is
inseparable from the relationships with/ in the place from which it emerges”
(Higgins and Kim, 2019). Elements of indigenous theory and methodology blend
into the theoretical analysis and methods, bringing in an equal partnership and

inclusivity throughout the methodological framework.

3.7 Recruiting Participants

3.7.1 Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

Participants were qualified using inclusion and exclusion criteria outlined in
Table 3. This research only includes female participants. The research has an
international reach, due to the use of digital ethnography, which enabled the
inclusion of participants from all geographical locations, belonging to any race or

ethnicity. Participants under the age of 18 were excluded, as elected participants
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needed to have a standing in matters relating to policy, and a breadth of
experiences relating to empowerment and education, to give a rich and detailed
account of such. Participants were not excluded based on social condition, sexual
preference, faith, or disability, or on the level of formal education; participants with
non-formal or informal learning could be included. The same applied to formal
employment or experience regarding policy matters. All participants were active in
the empowerment of girls and women, with a strong engagement and
understanding of policy matters. As method three was policy oriented,
representation from international development agencies like the UN, INGOs, local
NGOs, and education and empowerment initiatives were sought. Each virtual
community was identified by their professional engagement in issues of
development for girls and women. They were professional bodies representative of

international NGOS, local NGOs, or international development agencies.
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Table 3 Inclusion and exclusion criteria.

INCLUSION

PERSONAL ACCOUNT

Individual transformative experiences
Narratives of mother and grandmother’s transformative
experiences relevant to my own learning and empowerment

Formal education experience

Non-formal education experience

Informal education experience

VIRUTAL
COMMUNITY

Virtual communities that represent local NGOs

Virtual communities that represent INGOs

All geographical operations and locations

Virtual communities with women only participants

All faiths and cultural background

Virtual communities that represent large international
development agencies, such as the UN, World Bank etc.

Virtual communities that have inbuilt support mechanisms

Virtual communities and participants that focus on the
empowerment of girls and women, education, health, and
wellbeing

KEY INFORMANT

Participants involved in policy matters regarding girls’ and

INTERVIEWS women’s empowerment
All sexual orientations
Participants above the age of 25
Participants who speak English fluently
Participants who represent the Global South
Participants who have experience with formal, non-formal, and
informal education
Participants who have a non-Western cultural background
Participants who have a deep understanding of conflict,
disaster, marginality, and rurality from a personal and a
professional capacity
Participants who have a willingness to share in-depth accounts
of empowerment

EXCLUSION
ALL STAGES Male participants

Anyone below the age of 18

Virtual communities that meet less than once a month

Inactive virtual communities with inactive members

Virtual communities with less than five members

Knowledge: participants without a good level of knowledge of
policies around health, wellbeing, and empowerment

Participants who do not work in the areas of female
empowerment and development

Non-English speaking

Individuals who failed to provide consent
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3.8 Practical Experiences on the Research Process

This research deals with large quantities of textual data belonging to the
ethnographic account, community emersion and interview transcripts. There is a
broadness to the research question as it has a focus on experience which makes it
well suited to thematic analysis (Smith, 2015). The practical details to the coding
process, the step process of thematic analysis and the review of themes are carried
out within a qualitative paradigm. The initial research process adopted an organic
approach to coding and theme development from the beginning that was facilitated
by the ethnographic chapter. My unique standpoint of researcher became an
immersive, fluid engagement process with the data (Smith, 2015, p. 223). The
approach taken was inductive without the use of a code book or a coding frame

applied to the data (Javadi and Zarea, 2016).

The step-by-step process used in conducting thematic analysis included the
familiarization of data, coding, generating themes, reviewing themes, defining, and
naming themes and the presentation of themes. This broad guide originally
developed by Virginia Braun and Victoria Clarke (2022) was adapted during my
research process and used as a starting point, the detailed process is discussed

below:
1. Step One: The Familiarization of Data through Preparation

The preparation phase of the research began with the autoethnographic
account. This process started with a reflective exercise that began at the
early stages of the PhD process. | began to journal feelings, questions,
mental blockages, and uncertainties that would arise either from
supervision discussion or through my continuous engagement with
literature. Creating a space which allowed me to understand myself better
was the foundation to the ethnographic piece (Campbell, 2016). This first
research method required an emersion on memory. Although there was
already a familiarization to this data as it was the story of my mother,
grandmother, and me, it required a stepping back and a re-introduction as

researcher able to connect with the narrative but also analyse the text as
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data. Whilst this process was underway, my observation and participation of
the virtual community was also taking place. The dynamics of this
community were all happening through expressions, unsaid words, awkward
silences, sighs, and physical expressions that could not be captured through
transcripts. In this, the constant attendance of these meetings was the
familiarization of data captured using a gonzo journalistic approach. In
terms of the key stakeholder engagements, this was a straightforward
approach. | arranged for short introduction meetings with every participant
before commencing the engagement process. The fifteen-minute
introductions were recorded, providing familiarity to the following two

engagements.
Making sense of the data

Before the data for the first research method process was uploaded on to
software programme Nvivo, | spent months of editing text and reviewing
the draft chapter with my supervisors. This required a constant
familiarization of the text and a re-reading of the data. After the chapter
was approved the document was uploaded. The key stake engagements
were transcribed directly onto Nvivo. This programme was used throughout
all of the research process to help manage the data (Cavanagh, 1997). All
the interviews were transcribed on one document. Furthermore, playing
back the recording and simultaneously transcribing allowed me to make
sense of the data. | opened two distinct data files, one for the ethnographic

chapter and the second for all the key stake holder transcripts.
The Emergence of Grounded theory through Memo Writing

Memo writing was an important part that bridged the first stage of
familiarisation and preparation with the coding process (Mohajan and
Mohajan, 2022). As the interviews were being played and or the
ethnographic chapter read out, | used the memo tool in Nvivo to record my
thinking. | highlighted sentences and sometimes paragraphs that captured
meaning and underlying concepts that needed to be recorded. Memo
writing was used as an analytical strategy which ultimately supported the
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trustworthiness of the research process, allowing to achieve a truthful
interpretation of the data (Mohajan and Mohajan, 2022). Continuity of the
data was achieved through memoing. This gave flexibility to record and link
similarities, opinions and judgements that came to me as | engaged with a
particular data set. As argued by Mohajan and Mojajan (2022), memoing is a
pivotal transitional analytical process between data collection and the
drafting of the theory. The memos captured rich analytical detail that fell
sometimes between the lines of our conversations.

Organising phase through Open Coding

The open coding process was a thorough exercise. | carefully went through
every sentence, pausing the recording and highlight phrases in different
colours that corresponded to different codes as they jumped out from the
text. The open coding process was the initial categorisation of themes. At
this stage the codes described and began to group ideas, feelings, and
experiences that loosely related to the research question and sub questions.
Once this process was completed, | had a good understanding of the
emerging findings and commonalities between the data sets and the main

points that were recurring throughout the data.
Grouping

Once | had in my respective data files coded all the text, | grouped the codes
together. Patterns began to emerge, which was the beginning of the theme
development. Within this process there was an organic review of the codes
that took place. | began to analyse the data to find similar codes, | then
moved them together condensing the codes and eliminating additional
codes that conveyed the same patterns. This can only take place once you
have the whole data set coded and a view of all the recurring patterns.
Regarding the second data file (key stakeholder engagements) as more
interviews were being transcribed onto the Nvivo document the organic
process of grouping or creating new codes as it emerged from the data was

taking place.
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2. Generating Themes
Themes represented emerging patterns that are broader than codes.
Continuing from the grouping phase, the codes were fitted under broader
umbrella terms (themes). This then allowed for other codes that did not
appear much or irrelevant to be discarded. There were codes that were
prominent enough that became themes in their own right, and below those
other descriptive thematic codes could be fitted. This process took the
shape of storytelling (Smith, 2015). As the codes began to fit into a thematic

order one could begin to devise a common story between the data sets.
Reviewing Themes through Categorisation

The experience of education and the link between education and health was
an important thread throughout the themes. Whilst reviewing the themes
and tightening of the categorisation the intricacies of patterns emerged.
This review process enabled rich detail about the pedagogical experiences
that empowered these women. Furthermore, it became a lot easier to infer

relationships between the transcripts.
3. Defining and Naming Themes

Once the themes were established and similar to the grouping stage of the
open coding, a review against the data set took place. Although this
practical guide is presented in numerical order, the process was in fact
cyclical by nature. | returned to the data and compared the themes ensuring
that the themes were an accurate representation of the data. During this
process | engaged in working discussion with my supervisors to review and

name and define the themes.
4. Thematic Models

The core purpose in using thematic analysis is to distinguish patterns within

the data guided by the research question(s). In the thematic models that are
presented the thematic model that is used systematically is a thematic mind
map approach delineating the relationship of the codes and the themes and

how they fit together to tell a story.
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3.9 Analytical Framework and Research Method Justification

The methodology chapter has so far presented the research design and
discussed the methodology and methods used. This section provides a justification
to how the methods come together and why they were used. Phenomenology,
grounded theory, feminist theory, critical Buddhist theory and indigenous theory
make part of the research design’s theoretical and analytical framework. There are
many facets that belong to the experience of the key stakeholders, the virtual
community members, and the lives of me my grandmother and mother regarding
education, empowerment, health, and wellbeing. These phenomena are in constant
motion with the political, social, cultural, and spiritual interactions that surround us.
Similarly, there is no hard or fast rule as to how the methodologies and methods
come together. Rather, the research looks at acknowledging the ethnocultural
diversity of this research through the various tools available (Mohanty, 2007). The
vein of methodological pluralism runs deep through this research design (Slife and
Gantt, 1999). The underlining method of this research is observation (Bernard,
2002). In this a phenomenological approach was present throughout and was
applied more stringent in the key stakeholder engagements. The individual essence
analysed needed to be supported by Feminist, Marxist, Buddhist, Indigenous
theory, and methodology to employ an empowerment praxis. In addition, the key
stakeholders are women of the world. There are intersectional layers to their
experience that needed to be captured. For example, the power structures and
cultural and societal norms that dictated much of what they ‘should’, ‘could’ and
‘would do’ are important elements to their experience and journey that are
disregarded unless it enriches the subjective reality (Qutoshi, 2018). And although
the theoretical framework of this research borrows phenomenology as a
philosophy, the research design needed to be expanded to capture the chaos,
uncertainty, and external factors that encroach on the everyday experience of a
phenomena. The emancipatory stance to this research and research question is the
breadth to which facilitates a deeper understanding of challenges as an important

finding that embodies an instrumental learning experience and realisation process.
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Within this research design, the three-method process provides a systematic
rigour to research that does not follow a strict methodological approach (Foster,

1997).

Objectivity is the simultaneous realisation of as much reliability and
validity as possible. Reliability is the degree to which the finding is
independent of accidental circumstances of the research, and
validity is the degree to which the finding is interpreted in a correct
way (Kirk and Miller, 1986, p.20).

The research is founded on first-hand experiences, dedicating a first part
interview to their journey towards empowerment. This was paramount to
understanding the inequities present in women’s journeys towards empowerment.
The learning provided the tools to become empowered captured through digital
ethnography and aspects of phenomenology, grounded theory, and indigenous
methodology that culminated in the methodological framework used in this
research inquiry. The ethos of the research design is to study the phenomena of
education and empowerment in natural settings and interpret meanings people
bring to them (Flick, 2007). This summarises the initial trajectory of the research
design that encompasses the inquiry process into the ontological assumptions of
empowerment, womanhood, and being. In addition, the epistemological
assumptions, and the axiology that encumbers the inclusion of values are central
concepts to the methodology that is born from these theoretical assumptions

(Cresswell et al., 2007, p.238).

The previous section discusses the diversity and breadth of experiences
represented by the key stakeholders and the global reach of the virtual community,
through digital technology. The considerable disruption caused by the Covid-19
pandemic on travel and in-person field research meant the project design and
research questions had to be adapted to the travel restrictions. The research design
opted for a virtual ethnographic design and digital technology to carry out the key
stakeholder engagements. The immersion through online platforms and the use of
gonzo journalism emphasise the closeness of ethnography and the travelling to and

from the digital field (Bengtsson, 2014). This creative element of the research
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design continues to uphold the primary ethos of qualitative research centred on
opening attitudes to understanding the experience of phenomena through the
experience of others (Austin and Sutton, 2014). Through digital platforms like
‘Zoom’ and ‘Google-meets’ — (video conferencing platforms), the ability to engage

deeply with these key stakeholders was made possible.

The analytical framework of this research design weaves through many
aspects of the methodological approach. The use of thematic analysis as the chosen
method of analysis demands a small number of participants that can offer this
depth and insight (The University of Aukland, 2021; Nowell et al., 2017; Braun and
Clarke, 2008). In addition to knowledge and experience, through the ongoing
observation of and participation in the virtual community, different members
displayed a keenness and willingness to express and articulate their understanding
of the phenomenon of interest in a reflective manner (Bernard, 2002). Through
purposeful sampling, and the two-stage key informant engagement process, there
has been a rich narration of their lives, familial struggles, and lessons learnt
followed by discussions of the phenomena of interest from a policy perspective.
Furthermore, the theoretical freedom offered by thematic analysis allows for scope
to provide a rich and detailed account of data by ‘thematising meanings’ (Braun and
Clarke, 2008). Guided by the research question and sub-questions, patterned
responses and meanings within the data set have been captured through thematic
analysis, accompanied by prevalence across the entire data set (Braun and Clarke,

2008).

The beginning of this thesis focused on examining modern theories of
development, modern theories of anthropology, sociology, modern theories of
conflict transformation, and empowerment. However, as the thesis unfolded
through the scoping review, a gap in knowledge highlighted a need to look beyond
these modern theories to understand the relationship between education and
empowerment in a manner that satisfied the findings from the scoping review
(Acharya and Robinson-Pant, 2019; Seeberg, 2014; Blaak, Openjuru, and Zeelen,
2013; Shah, 2011). The grounding of this thesis is drawn from the narrative

literature review’s findings and the adaptability of and necessity to include ancient
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wisdom, traditional pedagogical approaches, and the essence of liberation and
freedom that is central to Buddhism, Hinduism, Ubuntu, Daoism and Ancient
Mayan philosophies, together with the grounding of anthropological and
sociological theory. Thus, this thesis is embodying the same principles it is arguing
through its presentation, methodological framework, and methods. The journey so
far has been an empowering pedagogical experience (Williams, 2021). In addition
to thematic analysis, there is a strong feminist analysis that draws on feminist
theory and is a concurrent part of the three-method process. The heart of this
research draws on the experiences of women and addresses the power imbalances
that are endemic to their individual settings and those cultural, social, and political
contexts that have shaped their experiences of empowerment, learning, and
wellbeing. Similarly on a macro level, the virtual community itself, its members, and
the key stakeholders are representatives of a move to tackle gender discrimination.
In using intersectional feminist theory as a lens of analysis, the issues around
subordination that are socially constructed are examined in the research findings
(Sterk, 2018). With the adoption of an inclusive analytical framework, the
experiences of women of colour and non-Western women can be understood away
from the dominant white Western feminist theory that imparts a narrow
understanding of women’s experience as being tied to marketplace participation

(Arruzza, Bhattacharya, and Fraser, 2019). As argued by Sterk (2018, p.3):

Women of colour also conduct strong analyses of race and gender
that balance on the knife-edge of feminist theory. While feminist
theory brought women to the forefront, it often kept women of
colour in the background by ignoring race and ethnicity. Keenly
aware of feminist theory and scholarship’s ability to highlight
women’s issues, as well as its omission of race and ethnicity,
scholars of colour resisted feminist theory as totalising and
criticised feminist scholarship as incomplete.

This research deviates in style during the second stage of the method
process. The virtual community observation and participation uses a gonzo
journalistic approach and analysis. Gonzo journalism is a style of reporting that

closes the gap between the journalist as an observer reporting on events (Hoover,
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2009). The virtual community observation was inundated with the everyday
workings of a community, the logistics, the administrative, and professional
workings of Zoom meetings. From analysis of the data collected, it became
apparent that the depth of the analysis was taking place beyond the interactions.
What made these virtual gatherings into a community was the interactions
between members, like the power dynamics, the awkward silences, the bursts of
expression that surged in the greetings. In the light of this, a gonzo journalistic
approach and adaptation to the analytical framework brought in the vivid
depictions of the events experienced through a subjective process (Hoover, 2009).
In this proposed analytical framework, what joins the various theories and ensures
a complimentary blend is inclusivity in the differences not just between the stage

method process but the key stakeholders in these stages.

3.10 Ethical Considerations

The research was granted ethics approval by the University of York’s
Department of Health Sciences Research Governance Committee (HSRGC) on the
16™ of November 2020 (See Appendix E). To apply to ethical practices, all three of
the method processes have clear protocols in place for handling sensitive data and
dealing with issues of data management; anonymity of data was ensured and also
data confidentiality. The key stakeholders occasionally discussed sensitive topics
during sessions. Personal reflections on their journeys to seek empowerment
through education sessions were also discussed during engagements. The semi-
structured questions were not intrusive, nor did they centre on the women'’s
personal lives or issues. However, the questions had a strong focus that related to
education, empowerment, and wellbeing. If sensitive topics emerged, the research

focused on the strategies used to overcome challenges.

The consent form and project information sheets were given in advance of
the first scheduled meet and greet meeting. Furthermore, it is important to note
that the women participating in the personal interviews were members of women’s
groups with a support network that they were a part of; these groups have inbuilt

support mechanisms.
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All electronically stored data, such as interview recordings, interview
transcripts, and observational notes, are stored on the University of York secure
cloud storage (Google Drive). The electronic transfer of data is password-secure in
an encrypted file. The data will not be shared or transferred to others at the
University of York or to any other institution or organisation. All audio recordings
were transferred to my secure laptop and to an encrypted folder on the university’s
secure cloud storage. Data were also transferred to the data management system
Nvivo, which is also password secure. The only email address used was my
university email address. All temporarily stored data were password protected and
encrypted. | used Bitlocker, recommended by the university, to protect personal
data and confidential information on my personal laptop Windows device. Strong

passwords were used to reinforce the encryption security.

Anonymity was offered to all research participants throughout all three
methods. Due to the different methods, the ethical considerations for this research
safeguarded offline identification and online self-representation to ensure the
privacy of all participants and virtual communities. Participants were identified in
the reporting of this PhD through their organisations (i.e., UNICEF, UN Women, etc)
or other networks. Data from engagements identifies participants through

pseudonyms and their organisational names are generalised —i.e., UN, INGO, etc.
3.11 Reflexivity and Positionality

| would not consider myself a likely candidate for a PhD. | say this in relation
to the limited opportunities that exist to refugee children (Hutchinson and Reader,
2021). From a systems view, there are barriers that are not perceivable to the
policy makers and its institutions (Hutchinson and Reader, 2021). And although it
may appear that there is a formidable playing field and the access to free education
is available to all, there are a host of opportunities that fail to match the context of
the child and their family. As argued in my ethnographic chapter on page 274 the
cultural displacement is a vast and arid landscape that includes learning. Whilst |
played catch up and slowly learnt to navigate the British system the luxuries of

choosing, deciding for oneself and being encouraged to know who you are and your
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experience as a first-generation Colombian immigrant were unexplored. In
examining my positionality in relation to this research, being ‘the other’ are worthy
of exploration regarding my interest on issues of women’s empowerment,
wellbeing and education (Foote and Bartell, 2011). From a feminist scholastic
perspective, positionality is defined as the praxis between an individual’s worldview
that encumbers a critical knowing of the dynamics in location, experience, and
perspective (Foote and Bartell, 2022). Positionality as such is not a fixed and sees
the interplay of the social, political and experiential that influence the position
taken within a research study. In this, the first part to this section addresses the
important question of ‘where | am coming from?’ (Holmes, 2020). In this my
gender, values, faith, geographical locations, race, social class, status and ethnicity
all shaped the research and key findings (Struckmann, 2018; Kral, Covarrubias and
lturribarria, 2012).

As the young daughter of a house cleaner at the time, | grew accustomed to
ask permission. | spent many afternoons of my childhood in the houses of ‘white’
upper-class people, seeing my mother clean (page 271). On many occasions | too
helped so that we could leave quickly. And, although they were kind, it made a
distinction between our status, both legal and social, and that of race. A PhD
accomplishment would be more assuming of a family of Oxford graduates that
were well connected than a daughter a house cleaner. In many of the key
stakeholder narratives they too discuss their experience of ‘othering’,
displacement, separation, and a subjugation to a system, situation, or upper class.
My background provides many positive elements of ethics and skills in interacting
with women from diverse backgrounds and experiences. (Murphy and Dingwall,
2007). | further argue that these experiences strengthened my intersectional
feminist lens and only positively impacted my research without creating negative
bias. For example, the apparent contradictions (page 400) that are viewed by
Western feminists regarding caring duties, collective household dynamics,
supporting family members, and fleeing violence as experiences of vulnerable
women would have been contrary to the research findings.

One of the main reflective elements from this section is that | am a woman

from the Global South coming from a collective culture. Box 01 looks at a day in my
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PhD journey and illustrates the collective nature of my every day. From morning to
evening | am engaged with my family, which includes members of my extended
family. | share what is happening in my professional life with as much ease as | do
my private life. | do not resent the care that | give others or view that as a duty.
Regardless of my position as a researcher and a working professional, my caring
roles like motherhood are too fundamental aspects of my womanhood (Kleinman,
2020).

My day is full, and many things are happening simultaneously without any
compartmentalisation. Box 01 depicts the business and motion with a figure of a
tree in the shape of a profile. The figure of a tree symbolises the enriching and
grounding practices that make part of my day to day and is a symbol of care from
an Asian and Latin American cultural perspective. In this, | continue to retain similar
rituals that | have learned from my mother and grandmother. For example, prayer,
and although | have adapted this practice is an important aspect to my day to day.
Rather, than conflict, what supports my endurance to withstand the pressures of
work and life are precisely what has been commoditised — care (Shiv, 1999). My
shared commonalities with the key stakeholders and their collective experience
have broadened my worldview to recognise the empowerment in these women -

(Adichie, 2015).
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Box 01 A day in my PhD journey.

01 Morning Engagement | 3
Collective care-giving sustains my

Rituals
Practices that ground me

| wash my face 3

times with cold Practicing

I walk to the 8 Presence with
te % 3 i
wa Yer::r:‘kds Y oimtaking in tzc!okrel ::;l‘tkm"r‘nv iy sone thraugh | dtarffe and ; Take a bike ride
Y deep breaths as 9% ) conversation ~ Practice yogaa ON S
consciously herbal tea home mornings

a form of prayer and cooking

receive the day

o7 Contemplation
Critical thinking

If | wake up early
1 will read a few

| listen to a
morning lecture

or podcast while ~ Pages before

endurance
The boys feed
Efg‘s:"“'sa“n"c“g the pet and take
turns in cooking
affection first
t in th with me
Tagnine breakfast
morning
Wewalkand  On my way back
talk to preschool from the 04
and sometimes morning

we hug trees or
try and spot the
local
woodpecker

preschool run |
will speak to my
mother

My learning is
incorporated

into my
relationships

02 PM Engagement

PhD Engagement

Routine and discipline

os Work Duties

Purpose driven work

| answer
| allocate 4 hours  Conversations diat Lol hO}.IVS
X immediate to my teaching
adaytomy PhD  with colleagues
g emails in the and students
and supervisors morning

Spiritual texts

doing the everyone wakes
laundry up
| write ideas,
thoughts and
_Engagein feelings that
discussions with come tome
IDYAURENISOY when reading
and listening

hat interests
€ is also part.

of my work
and learning

og Time Spent

Presence G have been tread relevant | OLIESIn A time of quiet
on t incorporated articles and : 2
igagemen grassroots
with literature into my daily books initatives
practice
1listen to my | play with my 3
son's stories eldest U"""'ds“e" work | unwind with a
about their day ?ﬁ;sbo"'s‘e: 1.en’ film with my
b‘:ed ks husband
Vet I speak with my o6 Caregiving
findings and wr:r‘:gsir\:gd“;enld ; | take sometime
ideas withmy  WORARIO0C ane formyselfinthe | read before
husband e et ceel My children and form of a bath or bedtime
il c g Activities with | talk about s a gym session
Making sure my Cookm_g and Laundry ar?d e children. hatire shd Iengage in
boys are warm serving house cleaning Swimming, caring for storytelling with
and full and home decor reading ourselvesand my sons
others

| have since 2015 engaged in grass-root initiatives primarily in Uganda and

Colombia. In some way or another, community involvement has always been at the

centre of these programmes and in that, women from these communities have

been the spearheads. My involvement in these projects provide a continued hands-

on experience with issues of empowerment, education, food, keeping me

connected to concepts of mutual aid, humility and reciprocity that are relevant and

important to my research (Solnit, 2009). From an ethical consideration, the

principle of Do No Harm sets a foundational level to which research needs to

comply with (Charancle and Lucchi, 2018). Otherwise, the invisibility that dominant

power structures actively play in imposing the vulnerability paradigm on women

continues to be replicated. The methodological framework draws on decolonial

methodologies together with Marxists and Feminist theory as concurrent

throughout the research design (Struckmann, 2018; Kral, Covarrubias and

lturribarria, 2012).
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3.11.1 Exploration of Tensions

This section explores the tensions in the PhD. The narrative literature review
conducted (Chapter 5), introduces the theoretical and philosophical relevance to
Southern epistemologies. The tension in this lies with a PhD that is written to fit
Northern contexts and norms. Although on the surface there appears to be a divide
between North and South, the Southern epistemologies that ground this thesis
explore the commonalities that unite us as human. In this, using the eclectic
method and methodologies to anthropological research the mediating factors with
Southern epistemologies written and presented in a Norther context reside in the
de-colonial approach taken in this research that draws the resistance and narratives
of the key stakeholders of this research (Varis, 2014). The research design has
achieved a reconciliation and an innovative approach to working with both Western
centric, Indigenous and de-colonial methodologies showing an innovative approach
to research that does not further divide between epistemologies (Datta, 2017).

Another tension is this PhD is the Western research protocol followed
despite a critique of Western mainstream education. Before expanding upon this
emerging tension, it is important to note that this PhD is not an individual effort but
a collective achievement. Without my mother, grandmother, and key stakeholders
there would be no PhD. Educational attainment within the Western mainstream
tradition is directed at individual achievement (Schneider and Hutt, 2014). This PhD
has acted contrary to the Western normative framework by incorporating a
collective approach to academia. Rather than a discussion on unresolved tensions,
this section acknowledges these tensions and mediates by embodying what the
thesis is proposing within its theoretical and conceptual frameworks. In this, | invite
the reader to look beyond me as the sole researcher and trace the achievement of
this PhD to that of my grandmother, and mother as well. The restricted formal
education that was offered to my grandmother and her persistence despite her
father’s prohibition to attend school is a mark of determination (page 238). A
further point, that needs to be discussed in relation to this tension is the premise
on formal mainstream education as the ultimate education. One of the key findings

that emerged from this thesis was the significance of informal learning and the
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interconnected importance of traditional knowledge systems and ancient wisdom.
The premise that formal education empowers women is rejected in this thesis. The
research findings from the key stakeholder engagements shows us that the
realisation to empowerment is a complex web of learning experiences that are not
confined to schooling (Freire, 1972). Similarly, the ability to reflect on difficult
memories did not subject me to trauma. Neither due to those experiences do |
consider myself a victim. The familial approaches used by the women before me to
manage their challenging circumstances is a blueprint to how | developed, coped,
and learnt. Those approaches involved religion, prayer, compassion, resistance, and
endurance. Informal learning is an ongoing process that envelops the individual
constantly. Its invisible structure makes it difficult to measure or quantify. It is
precisely why ‘presence and engagement’ were instrumental in understanding the
educational landscapes of the key stakeholders (Kleinman, 2020, 2017).

From a positionality standpoint, the methodological framework harbours a
resistance against the structures that confine women’s voices; these are the same
structures that prevent us from researching in authentic manners (King, 1994. This
methodology chapter ruptures this stance.

As a researcher, the broader paradigms that form the basic categories of
inquiry for this research are influenced by the paradigms of pragmatism, advocacy,
and participation, and the indigenous belief system that incorporates earth

democracy:
The researcher and the social world impact on each other, facts
and values are not distinct, and findings are inevitably influenced by
the researcher’s perspective and values...[and] the methods of
natural science are not appropriate because the social world is not

governed by law-like regularities but is mediated through meaning
and human agency.

(Snape and Spencer, 2003, p.17).

Researchers who come from a pragmatist worldview hold that there is a
blend between ontology and epistemology (Munhall, p.4). Knowing is in doing and
experiencing, and consequently, truth is the manifestation of what is known at that
time—this positions knowledge in a constant motion that evolves through
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experience (Butler-Kisber, 2018). This is particularly useful in the policy and practice
aspect that the key informant engagements deal with (Kelly, 2020). The indigenous
worldview focuses on the relationship with the community, bringing a respectful
and inclusive research portrayal of the experiential and embodiment of being in
storying as a research method (Kovach, 2018, pp.223-227). From the pragmatist
and indigenous perspectives, the notion that knowledge is experience based on
storying is an important category of inquiry to adopt as a broad paradigm in this
research, as education is understood in its broadest context to encompass
experience, values, and morals that culminate both the researcher and participants

lived experience.

3.12 Conclusion

This chapters discusses extensively the methodological framework, the
methods and caveats that blend in the carving of a research design that facilitates
answering the research questions and meeting the aim and objectives of the thesis.
The women who have taken part in this research, including myself, have different
degrees of experiences with marginality, discrimination, rurality, and poverty.
Through these complex contexts, the research design permits the capture of the
totality of these experiences in a manner which evokes humility and equal
partnership (Schipper, 2012). Through a disempowerment looking glass, women’s
narratives that are interwoven with trauma, suffering, and challenges are
interpreted at a distance. The gap between researcher and participant prevents
engagement and presence that contributes to co-learning and co-creating
(Kleinman, 2020, 2017). The three-method process that begins with an
autoethnographic account of my story, captures a nakedness in all our narratives
combined that bare empowerment learning and wellbeing as an experience that is
full of challenges. In the use of critical Buddhist theory and indigenous methodology
and theory, the engagement proposed is one of respect and reciprocal learning
(Ryder, et al., 2020; Higgins and Kim, 2019; Knudson, 2015; Smith Linda Tuhiwai,
2012).
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This chapter presents a methodological framework and methods adapted to
challenge hierarchy in research and presents a fusion of Western and non-Western
methodologies and methods. Sitting on the fringes of a non-colonial approach to
research. The research design was an initiation to a methodological pathway for

understanding how to facilitate empowerment through research.

The next five chapters that precede the methodology chapter are the
Scoping Review (Chapter 4), Narrative Literature Review (Chapter 5),
Autoethnographic Account (Chapter 6), Virtual Community Observation and
Participation (Chapter 7), and Key Stakeholder Engagement (Chapter 8). These
chapters are analysing the emerging findings and actively link and weave in an
emphasis on health sciences and wellbeing. The analytical points that emerge from
these chapters are critically discussed in the Discussion and Recommendations
(Chapter 9), which point towards a recommended framework to facilitate

empowerment through education.
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4 Scoping Review: Educational Approaches that Facilitate

Empowerment

Equal educational opportunity is, indeed, both a desirable, and a
feasible goal, but to equate this with obligatory schooling is to
confuse salvation with the Church.

(Ivan lllich, 1926 — 2002)

4.1 Introduction

Education is positioned as the equaliser to the inequalities brought about by
our modern frameworks. As argued by lllich (1978), our ‘modernisation of poverty’
has eroded our understanding of self-reliance and wellbeing. Empowerment
through education is obscured by the formalisation of how we learn (lllich, 1970). A
scoping review and mapping of literature were required to map the pedagogical
approaches that facilitate empowerment from the perspective of girls and women.
The study method adopted a robust search methodology on academic databases
and relevant grey literature, to collect research articles and policy reviews that
adhered to the desired inclusion criteria of the population of interest, phenomena

of interest, and settings of interest.

The findings reveal an international consensus of shared experience
between women folk on education and empowerment. The scoping review outlines
three theme classifications. Ten emergent themes relating to empowering
pedagogical approaches, one theme on disempowering pedagogical approaches,
and eight sub-themes. To conclude, the final classification discusses two emerging
themes. Furthermore, this study aims to inform policymakers on the pertinent
issues of health by also addressing the disempowering aspects to education. The
paternalistic approach of development programmes further limits the ability of girls
and women to harness empowerment for their wellbeing by restricting their

expansion of voice and agency (Nussbaum, 2000; Sen, 1999).
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This scoping review critically examines knowledge from contemporary
literature from the year 2000 onwards taking into account global technological
developments which have impacted on education during this period (Garside,
2014). The modernisation of the current mainstream education system compels a
mapping of the key concepts underpinning the broader research area (Peters et al.,
2015). This scoping review has established clear themes of ‘empowering
pedagogical approaches supported by the main sources of evidence collated
(Arksey and O’Malley, 2005). In addition, this study has adhered to: the guidance
developed by the Joanna Briggs Institute (JBI) to standardise the conduct and
reporting of scoping reviews, and to further enhance the scoping review

methodology (Tricco et al., 2016; Pham et al., 2014; Arksey and O’Malley, 2005).

The purpose of the scoping review conducted was centred on a key
guestion, and four sub-questions. This scoping review aims to serve as a useful
mapping device for knowledge to further explore wellbeing and empowerment
through education. In addition, the scoping review clarifies key concepts,
characteristics, factors related to concepts, and identifies knowledge gaps (Munn et
al., 2018). The empirical evidence on education and empowerment sits with a
robust and small number of studies addressing the specific questions (Peters et al.,
2015; Pham et al., 2014). The exploration of literature examines what makes
education empowering or disempowering, the ontological understanding of
empowerment from girls and women, the connection to health and wellbeing, and
concepts such as lifelong and life wide learning are central to this scoping review
(Jarvis, 2011). However, a limitation to the scoping review was the scant literature
on indigenous knowledge and its contribution to empowerment and wellbeing. This
limitation is reflected on a larger issue regarding the marginalisation of traditional

knowledge systems by the colonial projects (Rodney, 1972).
4.2 Background

The growing dissent with inequality, marginalisation, and abuse of human
rights, particularly poignant in the case of girls and women, has placed a level of

scrutiny and political pressure on the international community and governments to
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address the issues. The UN sustainability agenda for 2030, has highlighted the
relevance of women and girls in our modern society (UN, 2019b). The
representation of women are mostly quantitative (WEF, 2019). Sen (1999, p.11)
argues:
These empirical connections reinforce the valuation priorities. In
terms of the medieval distinction between “the patient” and “the
agent”, this freedom-centred understanding of economics and of
the process of development is very much an agent-oriented view.
With adequate social opportunities, individuals can effectively
shape their own destiny and help each other. They need not be
seen primarily as passive recipients of the benefits of cunning
development programmes. There is indeed a strong rationale for

recognising the positive role of free and sustainable agency —and
even of constructive impatience.

One of the crippling aspects to the current mainstream education system is
that it is institutionalised. The formalisation of mainstream education has altered
the purpose of education. The exercise of health and meaningful social
participation has been replaced by the certified, not the skill holder (lllich, 1970).
There is a global learning crisis, which has adversely affected the health and
wellbeing of those most deprived of ‘education,” disabling their ability to make
meaningful choices to alter their life circumstances and that of their environment
(Page and Czuba, 1999). Irrespective of the increase in educational enrolment at
primary school age (UNESCO, 2020), the global estimate is 617 million children and
adolescents lack a minimum proficiency in reading and mathematics (United
Nations, 2019b, p.30). These statistics are reflective of a deeper systematic issue in

our mainstream education, signalling a chronic incompetence.

The effects of Covid-19 on our global education system provide a relevant
case study. The disconnection between education and its role in building happy and
healthy people have ricocheted on a global scale. The United Kingdom has
experienced a rise in parents, who now wish to ‘unschool’ their children. The
rigidity of the modern curriculum has severed links to education, wellbeing and
social development (Lightfoot, 2020). The pandemic has opened up a conversation

to examine education and health due to the surge in mental health issues and
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increase in suicide rates (Pandya, 2020). The question which emerges is whether
education is beneficial as it stands? Are students learning about coping with
uncertainty? There is an awakening after the Covid-19 pandemic that has provided
a space to legitimately question our current institutions and the link to wellbeing.
lllich’s (1978) exposes the negative side to modernity as: “such a time-consuming

acceleration, sick-making health care, stupefying education (lllich, 1978, p. 14).

As argued by lllich, (1970, p.5), “educational disadvantage cannot be cured
by relying on education within the school.” Education from a global perspective is
an essential institution for the preservation of its members and the sustainability of
social structures (Rodney, 1972, p.239). Are the benefits to education been felt
across the different socio-economic and geographical contexts? Or, are our
institutions largely advancing an elite? The background chapter of this thesis (page
41) discusses some of these inequalities despite a countries natural resources. One
of the critiques on education is that it is positioned as stabilising and inherently
good for society. In much of the literature education is argued to have a ‘catalytic’
effect on productivity and economic development (Knowles, Lorgelly, and Owen,
2002). Such portrayals obscure the duality and potentially dangerous and divisive
aspects to education (Bush, 2000). By applying these broad brushstrokes and
imparting a euro-American notion to education, its colonial history is largely
overlooked. Rodney (1972) discusses the education system of pre-colonial Africa
that interwove informal and formal learning with a purpose to cultivate healthy and
apt personalities. The universities which were thriving in this era such as in Egypt,
the Al-Azhar University, in Morocco, the University of Fez, and in Mali, the
University of Timbuktu, give testimony to the high standards and successful mix
between formal, informal and non-formal education in pre-colonial Africa (Rodney,
1972, p.240). The colonial and capitalist legacy eroded the status of women and
girls, in regions such as Africa Central and Southern Asia, South America and the
Middle East. The harsh division of labour is still present in policy (UN WOMEN,
2019). The current state of women and girls means they operate in an uneven
developmental landscape creating a paradoxical tension between development and

equality (Smith, 1990). The shortcomings of governments, development agencies,
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harmful cultural and religious practices, disproportionately burden women and girls
(UN WOMEN, 2019). Sen (1999) argues that any practical attempt to better
women’s wellbeing should draw on the agency of women themselves to bring
about change. From a development lens, some of the main challenges faced by
women are a fairer distribution of unpaid care work duties, unequal reproductive
rights, and discriminative inheritance law (UN WOMEN, 2019). From a development
lens, empowerment is largely externalised by international agencies and local
government. Therefore, it is from a much-erred standpoint we look to Western
developed countries to dictate and lead the fight for women’s equality. In
independent pre-colonial Africa, women held power, the ‘mother-right,” which
bestowed women with the keys to inheritance, a prevalent feature to a greater or
lesser degree throughout African societies. Women occupying positions as heads of
state was not uncommon, as for example among the Lovedu of Transvaal peoples
of South Africa, the Rain-Queen, which held both political, and religious functions.
Furthermore, the roles of ‘Queen Mother’ or ‘Queen Sister’ were among some of
the most powerful positions within African societies. The destruction of the African
indigenous culture by colonial and capitalist rule eroded a political and cultural
norm of women’s empowerment. The colonialist rollout of the money sector drew
lines in the sand and divided forms of employment as ‘modern’ and ‘traditional’
leaving behind African women (Rodney, 1972). Traditional and authentic African
culture did not set out to oppress women. In South Africa, the Zulu royal women
demonstrated leadership in economic, religious, and sometimes military matters,
before, during and after King Shaka’s reign (Mikell, 1997). Such insights into history
allows us to question our own ideals about gender equality and female
empowerment. The dominant image of Western societies as pinnacles of women’s
empowerment has a sinister relationship to freedom and liberation. The dark
history of colonial powers is more reflective of a history that implemented female

oppression (Rodney, 1972).

In this context, the objective of this scoping review is to identify and map
literature on pedagogical approaches that empower girls and women from a global

perspective. This study will inform and point towards future research and raise
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awareness of the need for an inclusive education policy, that promotes the health,

and wellbeing of its participants in the context of uneven development.
4.3 Scoping Review Aim and Objectives

The aim of this review was to examine the evidence relating to current
educational approaches that facilitate empowerment — with a focus on girls and
women from an uneven development context. Through this scoping review, the
researcher identified gaps in current research and made recommendations
regarding the need to increase future empirical evidence on indigenous practices
that facilitate empowerment, health, and wellbeing to girls and women and
communities. The title for this scoping review is: Educational Approaches that
Facilitate Empowerment. The scoping review question is: Do the contemporary
educational approaches facilitate empowerment? The full search has returned peer
review journal articles as well as policy and practice papers from the field. The

following objectives support the aim of the review:

1. To analyse the educational approaches that promote health and wellbeing
of girls and women as key. This analysis will give insight into women’s
social positioning within marginalised communities. Furthermore, it will
allow for a deeper understanding of how health and wellbeing is applied
to girls and women from an uneven development context. It may also
establish whether its application encompasses empowerment or is
narrowly interpreted to mean absence of disease and infirmity and
address reproductive and contraceptive issues.

2. To understand empowerment from an ontological perspective for women
and girls from marginalised communities. This type of knowledge gives
authenticity to policy makers and direction to what constitutes real
empowerment, shifting policy initiatives from their current paternalistic
application of empowerment.

3. To examine the restructuring of global and national educational policies,
and whether the introduction of technology is aiding the empowerment

of its learners.
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The objectives of the review are based on the pedagogical approaches
which facilitate the empowerment of women and girls and wellbeing. To meet the
objectives for this scoping review, it is essential to broaden the scope and search
for the answers which may fall beyond mainstream educational practices. The
search was conducted with this purpose to capture the pedagogical approaches
which are being missed by the more dominant discourse on education, health, and
empowerment. Leading to the inclusion of current indigenous practices from a
global perspective. The justification to this is that gender discrimination is a world
issue and any insight into empowering pedagogical approaches needs to be

considered.

To conclude, the objective of the scoping review is to summarise the body of
literature relating to empowerment through education, whilst looking at
understanding the purpose of education and any empowering pedagogical
approaches. The purpose of this study is to use this collated evidence to establish a
methodological framework that promotes empowerment, health, and wellbeing for
girls and women through education. The objectives were further guided by the

following research questions:

e What are the existing indigenous practices that promote the health
and wellbeing of its community, especially with a focus on women
and girls?

e What is the ontological understanding of empowerment from
women and girls from the local perspective, within the context of
uneven global development, with a focus on Sub-Saharan Africa?

e What are the global and national policies on reforming/restructuring
education as a method to facilitate empowerment with a focus on
technological development?

e What is the purpose of education as a method to facilitate

empowerment?
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4.4 Scoping Review Method

4.4.1 Protocol

A study protocol for the scoping review was developed and peer reviewed.
The methodological framework for this scoping review was informed primarily by
Arksey and O’Malley (2005), while also considering clarifications extended by Levac,
Colquhoun and O’Brien (2010) to the original framework. The recommended five

stages for a scoping review produced by the JBI (Tricco et al., 2016) are:

1. Protocol, title, background, identifying review questions, and objectives.

2. Eligibility criteria and comprehensive searching for the identification of
relevant sources of evidence.

3. Source evidence selection screening.

4. Extraction and charting of the results/data.

5. Conclusion and recommendations.

The Sample, Phenomenon of Interest, Design, Evaluation, Research type
(SPIDER) approach was adopted as the strategy search tool to support the
exploratory nature of this scoping review (Cooke, Smith and Booth, 2012). As
synthesis of qualitative research provides more support for researchers, the
descriptive and interpretive nature of this review needed a search tool that would
allow for a robust refinement of relevant articles. In particular, the phenomena
studied being topical saved valuable time; irrelevant articles could be eliminated
without compromising the quality of the retrieval (Booth, 2011). Table 4 shows the
process by which the relevant questions and lines of inquiry emerged. The
exploratory nature of this scoping review centres around whether education can
empower women and girls and addresses the meaning of empowerment. The
scoping review allows for an ample assessment of education in the broad sense of
the word, fulfilling the exploratory nature to this study by allowing exploration of
the characteristics and concepts, which facilitate empowerment (Peters et al.,

2015).
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Table 4 The search terms used for the SPIDER search.

s PI D E R
Sample Phenomenon of interest Design Evaluation Research type
Who are the What do you hope to What What outcome Three apply
people you are understand? Is it behaviours, research measures are here:
interested in attitudes, beliefs, or individual methods or you interest in? qualitative,
studying? experience? theoretical quantitative,
frameworks and mixed
are methods

appropriate?

Women, How can education empower? Interview, Views, Quantitative
mothers, Challenges and barriers focus groups, | experiences, and or mixed
Communities, encountered by virtue of being case studies, opinions, methods and
female leaders women and girls, lived observational = perceptions, qualitative

experiences of being women and studies, or beliefs, feelings,

girls, dreams, aspirations, lived knowledge or

education, views of self-belief in experiences understanding

self and fulfilment in life

Smaller Groups How can education empower? Theoretical Outcome Qualitative
Education/Empowerment framework measures
Research
method

Women* Inequality* marginalise Interview* What is the Qualitative*
mother* girl* *marginalisation* focus group* experience of mixed
Pubescent* Education* pedagogy* learning* case study* empowerment?  methods and
daughter* education and empowerment* observational = How can or*
Student* Wife* informal education or formal studies* lived = education quantitative
African education or non-formal experiences* empower?
Women* Sub- education* indigenous* What does
Saharan Africa* Empowerment* health* empowerment
Africa* Women wellbeing™* fulfilment* mean?
in poverty* What is the

experience of

being a girl —

woman

What does it

mean to

become?

4.4.2 Development of Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

Due to the large number of related studies regarding education,
empowerment of girls and women, as with systematic reviews, inclusion criteria
were predetermined to guide decisions on the sources to be included. This helped
identify several research ‘gaps’ including the absence of studies discussing

indigenous practices and informal education, and their relevance on health and
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wellbeing. These findings may encourage the identification of future research

initiatives (Munn et al., 2018).
4.4.2.1 Eligibility Criteria
Articles that satisfied the following inclusion criteria were included.

Types of participants: The review included studies focusing on women and
girls as participants between the ages of 12 to 45 years. The significance of the age
group was to capture the beginning of a girl’s pubescent development through to
womanhood. The inclusion criteria for the participants’ demographics, such as
geographical location included all countries, allowing for an international scope
with a focus on Sub-Saharan Africa. Furthermore, class and religious background,
and sexual orientation were without restriction. The studies were sought to cover
all forms of educational experience including formal, informal, or non-formal.
Indigenous knowledge was also included as it is important to dig deeper into other

pedagogical approaches, which may fall outside the traditional ambit of education.

Study designs: There were no restrictions on the study design. Other
primary studies included opinion pieces, editorials/commentaries, systematic
reviews, narrative reviews, reports, grey literature, conference abstracts, journal

articles, policy papers, evaluations, discussions, position papers and guidelines.

Study types: although mainly qualitative studies were returned from the

search, quantitative and mixed methods studies were not excluded.

Policies of interest: Global, regional, and national policies and policy
evaluations addressing educational approaches to equalise marginalised and
oppressed groups were included. Policies which facilitated empowerment and
advocated for the inclusion of all and the advancement of social justice and also

recommendations on policy were included.
4.4.2.2 Measure Outcomes

The key concept being researched centred around educational approaches
which facilitate empowerment; studies to be considered were those that evaluated
the application of pedagogical approaches for the facilitation of empowerment and

wellbeing. The measure outcomes were: improved health and wellbeing, increased
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voice and agency, greater social participation, acquisition of new skills, ability to
make meaningful choices, increased employment perspectives, recommendations
for pedagogical approaches and educational programmes, technological impact on
education to empower women and girls, the ontological understanding of
empowerment through helping families and community, reform, and

recommendations for global and national policies.
4.4.2.3 Exclusion Criteria

Articles published before the year 2000 were excluded, as the global
approaches to education changed drastically after 2000, with the rise of technology

as well as the rapidly changing social, political, and economic global landscape.

| excluded literature that was not published in the English language. Books,
book reviews, letters, notes, poetry, fiction, dissertations and theses, magazines,
pamphlets, newspapers, general information, features, and other sources such as
encyclopaedias, reference works, audio and video works, and commentaries were
excluded. Other excluded document types included: news and general information,
conference papers, book and literature reviews, interviews, prose, correspondence
and speech/lectures, letters to the editor, memoirs/personal documents,
biographies, front page /cover stories, credits/acknowledgements, technical
reports, images/photography, market research, recipes, tables of contents, book
chapters, directories, industry reports, accounting and tax standards, editorial
cartoons/comics, fund/grant fellowships/awards, annual reports, company profiles,

reviews, obituaries or peer reviews.

Literature which did not address inequality and marginalisation was
excluded due to broader research perspective; the aim and purpose of the research
is to formulate a methodological pathway to facilitate the empowerment of women
and girls that can be adapted to other marginalised communities from a global
perspective. Literature was excluded that failed to address inequality and
marginalisation as this would miss the wider pedagogical approaches and

indigenous practices, which are outlined in the objectives from this scoping review.

137



The exclusion criteria also apply to literature with a sole focus on feminism
and African feminism as searchable terms. Although they are relevant to the
broader discussion of the scoping review and enriching the discussion, they are not
the focus of the scoping review and would move the search away from pedagogical

and educational approaches that empower.
4.4.3 Search Strategy and Data Sources

For evidence screening, the predetermined eligibility criteria were applied

to the following study searches.
4.4.3.1 Information Sources

The following seven electronic databases were searched: Web of Science:
(May 7, 2021), Scopus (May 7, 2021), MEDILINE (May 8, 2021), OVID-Social policy
and practice (May 8, 2021), Proquest (May 8, 2021), ERIC-EBSCO, (May 11, 2021),
British Education Index (EBSCO) (May 13, 2021). Additionally, | conducted a grey
literature search on the following databases: ReliefWeb, ALNAP, UN Development
Programme, UN Children’s Fund, World Bank (UNICEF), African Development Bank,
Inter-Agency Network for Education in Emergency (INEE), the Organisation for
Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), UN Women, African Union,
Southern African Development Community. Table 5 shows the selection process
regarding both the academic databases and the grey literature. It was essential to
follow a rigorous selection process partly due to the numerous identified concepts
which emerged as part of the use of SPIDER as a search tool for the retrieval of
guantitative research. The databases were arranged in a thematical order to ensure

optimisation of all relevant databases.
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Table 5 Database table.

Women Social African Health Political Indigenous Development
Databases Education studies science studies sciences sciences studies studies
British Education Index (EBSCO) X X X
ERIC (EBSCO) X X X X X
MEDLINE (Ovid) X X X
ProQuest X X X X X
Social Policy and Practice (Ovid)
Scopus X X X X X
Web of Science X X X
- Greyliteatwe ]
ReliefWeb X X X X X X X
ALNAP X X X X X X X X
UN Development Programme X X X X X X X
UN Children’s Fund X X X X X X
World Bank X X X X X X X
African Development Bank X X X X X X X
INEE X X X X X X
OECD X X X X X X
UN WOMEN X X X X X X X X
African Union X X X X X X
Southern African Development
Community X X X X
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A rigorous advanced search strategy was developed with the assistance of a
professional librarian from the Health Sciences Department at the University of
York (see acknowledgement). The following combination of search terms and
keywords were used with all the databases to ensure accuracy and robustness. The
studies were extracted into a Mendeley library, where a folder for each database
was systematically created, with one final folder created to filter out duplicates. The
language filter used was English Only, and a time filter from 2000 to 2020 was used

for the research articles.

The results from the search in the ‘Preferred Reporting Items for systematic
review and Meta-Analysis Protocols’ (PRISMA) flowchart are presented in Figure 7,
which details the volume of retrieved material. There is a lot written around the
issues of empowerment and education for women and girls. However, the scoping
review question discusses an aspect to education which is not as documented,
partly due to the absence of women’s and girls’ input on the matter. The
dominating feature of education fell heavily on formal education and its impact on
girls and women. A key aspect to the advanced search strategy was the
development of main concepts; this was implemented to fine-tune the search
retrieval. Four main concepts were developed, which can be best described as

operating as filters for rigour and relevance, including:

Women + Girls
Inequality + Marginalised

Education

S A

Empowerment + Health

As optional sub-concepts, the search strategy adopted (a) Sub-Saharan
Africa + Qualitative, using these additional sub-concepts to sieve through relevant
abstracts. The following combination of search terms and keywords were used in

the search:

(TlI= (Wom?n OR girl*) OR TS= (pubescent™* daughter* student*) OR TS=
(wi?e) OR TS= (African wom?n OR Sub-Saharan Africa OR Africa*) OR TS= (Wom?n

“and “ poverty))
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(TS= (inequality OR marginalis?))

(TI= (Educat™* OR pedagogy™ OR pedagogical OR learn*) OR TI= (education
“and “empower*) OR TS= (informal educat* or formal educat* or non-formal

educat* OR indigenous*)) AND LANGUAGE: (English)
(TI= (empower* OR fulfilment) OR TS= (health* OR wellbeing))
(Combination) #4 AND #3
(Combination) #3 AND #1
(Combination) #6 AND #5
(Combination) #2 AND #1
(Combination) #8 AND #7

The search term combination was designed to avoid variations across all
relevant databases used. Through using the search words (Wom?n OR girl*) OR TS=
(pubescent* daughter* student*), the search retrieval could collect all forms of
variations to the word, allowing for a broad and accurate application of the words
of interest. Studies were extracted into a Mendeley library, where they were
subjected to further screening through separate folder assignments as described in
the following section. The language filter was used across all databases, as English
only, together with a time filter, for the time between 2000 and 2020 for the

research articles.
4.4.3.2 Study Selection

The search strategy encompasses both identifiable published and
unpublished literature (grey literature). It was important to consider studies from
the grey literature as this allowed for an overview of policies and educational
programmes, which were being implemented by the international development
community. As shown in Table 5 Database tableTable 5, all relevant databases with
an interest in development issues and women’s equality were used, including the
various organisations corresponding to the UN. The initial electronic dataset search
conducted using the keywords and their synonyms yielded a search of (n=7,549)

documents. | followed the three-method recommended by the standard JBI
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systematic review (Peters et al., 2015). | initially conducted a limited search of a
selection of relevant databases, which then focused on an analysis of the textual
words, which were contained in the title and abstract. This also included the index
terms used to describe the article. A second search using all identified keywords
and index terms was then performed across all included databases. Independent
screening ensued (n=116) through a thorough assessment of the entire articles,
whilst referring to the inclusion criteria to filter out any articles that did not meet
the criteria. Thirty-two citations were found to be eligible; lastly, the reference list
of all identified reports and articles was screened for additional studies. To
guarantee comprehensiveness, a manual examination of selected journals for
articles and reference lists was conducted to identify additional citations. The
eligibility reduced to a small number (n=32), with only one supplementary citation
identified (n=1), which made up the narrative synthesis based on the eligibility

criteria.

As discussed previously, the specificity of the search allowed for a clear
understanding of the justifications of choice and a reviewer was consulted when
needed. Figure 7 demonstrates the scarcity of articles that discuss empowerment
from the perspective of girls and women who are marginalised. My concept design
was imperative to direct the search to an area needing more clarification and
highlight ‘gaps’ in research, which require a deeper understanding of
empowerment and education. Figure 7 details the review decision process,
including the removal of duplicate citations, and study selection through to the final

summary presentation.

In contrast to the studies which remained, there were 6,320 citations that
were removed due to ineligibility and duplication. For example, the title and
abstract screening presented thousands of citations which referred to education
but did not discuss education in relation to girls and women or empowering
pedagogical approaches. Three hundred and seventy-eight duplicate citations were
excluded; a further 453 citations discussed education in relation to professional
education and training practices and or practitioners. This resulted in 528 remaining

citations, leading to 116 full retrievable texts. The 84 full text articles that were
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excluded with reasons did not discuss pedagogical approaches for the facilitation of
empowerment. The discussions centred on inequality, poverty, and references to
education, missing the deeper discussion on what constitutes empowering

education.
4.4.3.3 Data Abstraction

The abstraction of data for the scoping review used a standardised and
pilot-tested data abstraction form developed for the objective of this review. The
charting table includes, year of publication, institution affiliation of first author,
country of affiliation, last name of corresponding author, country of affiliation of
corresponding author, collaborations between academics and non-academics,
name of journal, type of publication, the study design, the year the study was
conducted, statement on conflict of interest and ethical approval (see Appendix A).
In addition to this, the research characteristics found in the articles (Appendix B)
were extracted, including the educational benefit, title of the publication, and
empowerment quotation, with a particular focus on the ontological understanding
of empowerment from girls and women. This included the promotion of health and
wellbeing, the ability to make meaningful decisions, the improvement of

employment, the increase of voice, and agency.
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Figure 7 PRISMA diagram (Source: Moher et al., 2009).
4.5 Findings and Discussion

Of the 33 studies that were included in the narrative synthesis, 3 theme
classifications emerged. The first theme classification discusses 10 themes relating
to empowering pedagogical approaches. The second theme classifications has one
theme on disempowering pedagogical approaches with eight sub-themes, and the
final classification discusses two emerging themes. In relation to the aim of this
study the researcher argues it is equally important to understand the
disempowering aspects of education as there is a direct link to its negative effects
on the learner’s health and wellbeing. As part of the findings, the four guiding
research questions developed the coding strategy from which the 14 themes

emerged and three theme classifications;

1. Empowering pedagogical approaches.

2. Disempowering pedagogical approaches.
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3. Purpose outcome in education.

As outlined in Figure 7, the (N=116) full-text articles assessed for eligibility
were read in accordance with the eligibility criteria and colour coded to represent
attributed content that related to one of the four emerging research questions: (1)
Blue, (2) Yellow, (3) Orange (4) Pink. Using the programme Nvivo 12 Pro, the ‘nodes’
were developed as detailed concepts guided by the emerging research question.
These concepts were further refined by the categorisation of relationships between
the ‘nodes’ that were classified into sets. The final procedure to the coding was the
assignment into cases, which were the emerging themes that contributed to the
three final theme classifications as set out above. This coding exercise allowed for a
clear grasp of cornerstone approaches that empower girls and women from an

uneven development context.

The scoping review retrieved a high level of relevant articles. One of the first
discussion points to be addressed is this study aimed to view education in its
entirety, through its formal, non-formal, and informal attributes — without
embarking on a divisive critique and further segregating education into one camp
or the other. Contemporary educational approaches that pertain to the aim of this
study are dissected and analysed in this thesis. The 13 total emerging themes and

sub-themes included:

Case Classification One: Empowering pedagogical approaches
i.  Conscientisation and safe spaces
ii.  Child-centred and innovative teaching methods
iii.  Emotional learning, supportive bonds, and social learning
iv.  Ontological understanding of empowerment from girls and
women
v.  Relevant community education
vi.  Kasturba Gandhi Balika Vidyalaya (KGBV) School model in India
vii.  Life skills that promote wellbeing
viii. Exposing students to new environments
ix.  Mentorship and guidance

X.  Mother tongue inclusion (Bilingual teaching)
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Case Classification Two: Disempowering pedagogical approaches

i.  Barriers to education

ii.  Hierarchal structures and rigid formalisation
iii.  Financial access and support
iv.  Narrow application to education

v.  Regressive norms and traditions

vi.  Education is strongest when it embraces the diversity of its
students
vii.  Quality of education
viii.  Empowerment is paternalistic

ix.  Education that is disconnected to the learner’s community and

environment
Case Classification Three: Purpose outcome in education

i. Digital education

ii.  Cash transfer programmes
4.5.1 Partl: Empowering Pedagogical Approaches

The global scope to this study permitted an overall analysis of the
contemporary educational approaches in relation to the empowerment of girls and
women from marginalised backgrounds. The multi-level analyses revealed
connectedness and commonalities within the complex social contexts that girls and
womenfolk from Asia, Africa, the Middle East and South America share (Hankivsky
Olena, 2014). The emerging theme of ‘conscientization and safe spaces’ was found
in both the academic literature and grey literature. Figure 8 shows that in the
academic literature, this theme was found in 13 separate journals and referenced
78 times. In the grey literature, it appears in one brief, referenced five times.
Conscientisation and safe spaces is attributed to the colour code pink, which helps
answer research question 4, ‘What is the purpose to education as a method to
facilitate empowerment.” As shown in Figure 8, the percentage of coverage is

significant throughout the majority or articles, pointing to its relevance as an
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empowering pedagogical approach. This is the most referenced and cited
pedagogical approach throughout all the academic literature retrieved. It can be
argued that as a theme, ‘safe spaces’ facilitate a deeper learning about oneself and
is a catalyst for empowerment. This theme is directly in line with the finding of
Freire (1972), who argues that the ‘pedagogy of the oppressed’ is carved with the
oppressed, rather than for the oppressed. In this education ought to be a student
led pedagogy, Freire (1972, p.30) argues:

The pedagogy of the oppressed, a pedagogy which must be forged

with, not for, the oppressed (whether individuals or peoples) in the

incessant struggle to regain their humanity. This pedagogy makes

oppression and its causes objects of reflection by the oppressed,

and from that reflection will come their necessary engagement in

the struggle for their liberation. And in the struggle this pedagogy
will be made and remade.

From an ancient philosophical lens, the process of reflection can be
compared with the fine balance between chaos and order, as captured by the
famous yin and yang symbols of the Taoists (Veith, 1949). Finding internal
equilibrium requires an understanding of the self. The disadvantage to the current
state of formal education is the focus on external knowledge. This provides the
grounding to examine further the purpose to education which is addressed in
research question 4 of this study. In line with the thesis title, the purpose of
empowering pedagogy is to enable a deeper knowledge, which permits the learner
to access a true understanding of being — of becoming, through an internal process
of transformation (Freire, 1972). In line with empowerment as a personal reflective
process, the acquisition of this self-knowledge is fostered between teachers and
students. The outcome is the emergence of new realities and identities (Acharya

and Robinson-Pant, 2019; Walker and Loots, 2018; Dejaeghere, Wiger, and
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Willemsen, 2016; Shah, 2016; Omwami, 2015; Wilson-Strydom and Walker, 2015;
Seeberg, 2014; Wiggins, 2012; Nkechinyere Amadi, 2011; Shah, 2011; Zhao, 2011).

Conscientization, and safe spaces - Coding by Item
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Figure 8 Conscientisation and safe spaces — coding by item chart.
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As discussed in the grey literature, the brief raises three important points:
the use of girl only safe spaces, the socialisation aspect, and emotional learning and
also a programme specific, BRAC, one of the world’s largest NGOs that has
successfully run safe space clubs to promote health-related education based on life-
skills training (World Bank, 2020a). The empirical analysis of the KGBV in Gujarat,
which followed an intensive ethnographic inquiry, has shown a successful model of
a school for the empowerment of girls. The school targets some of the most
marginalised areas in rural India. The school employs several unique factors which
have contributed to its success. Firstly, it has government backing, clear support,
and motive to ensure its focus is to empower girls. Secondly, there is a healthy
partnership with CARE India to support the staff in finding new pedagogical
approaches. Thirdly, the whole school structure and curriculum are child centred
(Shah, 2016; Baraua and Das, 2011). A defining aspect is the school administrative
aspect, as it looks to break away from formal mainstream hierarchal structures.
Students and teachers alike experience an ontological understanding of
empowerment. This has been by far the most revealing element of the initial
findings (Shah, 2011). In line with this very purpose driven mission, the headmaster
discusses some of their pedagogical approaches, which serve both the students and
the teachers alike. The teachers can access a space, that allows them to develop
new teaching methods and connect with the girls in a very personal way, and
converse frankly about the social pressures and realities which make a part of their
world. Some of the challenges highlighted in the research were the formal aspect to
the school. The KGBV school had adopted the national curriculum and within its set-
up, there was a blur between the formal and informal elements of teaching. The
KGBV school is a central point to the discussion of this study, as it offers the only
successful model that incorporates pedagogical approaches to empower girls in an

uneven development context.

A deeper critical engagement into the current literature on the development
within policy and theory that led to the KGBV school model is necessary. The KGBV
school is the result of a prolonged attempt to solve the issue of girl’s education

since the writing of the Indian Constitution (Rath, 2008). This school model marries
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the relational aspects that is amiss in a teacher cantered approach. Barua and Das
(2011) in their study on KGV found that the teachers showed responsibility and
accountability towards their students. The relational aspect to the school has also
impacted the girl’s wider community. A study by Chaudhary, Amin and Rugi (2012)
discuss the change of attitude towards girls’ education that falls within the schools’
efforts and part of the relationship building. The programme is not free from issues
and the economic strains are discussed by a study conducted by Deore, et all.
(2012) that found all KGBVs schools are working in the rent building. Despite this,
the school model is designed to work with marginalised girls from low socio-
economic backgrounds. A study from Das, Salam and Adikari (2013) discusses the
pedagogical approaches on empowerment from the KGBV which has managed to
effectively rise the students’ level of confidence to that of general groups that do
not share the same difficulties. An extensive field study by Baruah (2013) supports
the scoping review findings in showing that the KGBV model looks beyond school
retention and enrolment figures and addresses the divide between education,
empowerment and wellbeing. The field study found that KGBVs were successful
educational institution in empowerment women from rural and marginalised
backgrounds. The current literature on the KGBV model is vast and it provides

validation to the scoping review’s findings.

The global reach to this study suggests that there are examples of
empowering pedagogy beyond Western mainstream education. This is
substantiated by ‘pedagogies of the heart’ by Dalai Lama (2015), education for a
wholesome development, seen in the work of Tagore (1929), and the work by
Krishnamurti (2000) on the internal flourishing. These are pedagogical philosophies
operating in the Global South. The colonial legacy within mainstream education is
tattered with strict curriculum and hierarchal structures that limit spaces that
support creativity and co-learning (Rodney, 1972). The only empowering model
retrieved by the scoping review appears to be in India, Gujarat. The scoping review
explicitly shows a gap within the academic and grey literature examining non-
Western pedagogical approaches. The dominant discourse on education and

wellbeing tends is missing educational examples that fall outside the Western
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domain. The findings explained in Figure 10 and Figure 10 reveal the delicately
woven pedagogical approaches which stem from conscientization (self-reflection)
and safe spaces. The code relationships argue for a social and emotional aspect to
empowering education as illustrated in the first four columns in Figure 8. In
addition, to imagine alternative futures was strongly embedded in the formed
relationships with peers and teachers. Dejaeghere, Wiger, and Willemsen, (2016,
p.469) argue:

Over the three years of interviews, youth talked about how they

imagined their futures in new ways. In one example of how a youth

now views herself more agentically, a female youth who is a

daughter of a single mother, the oldest in a family of girls and a

mother herself, described how she has begun to imagine her future

abilities and role in her family differently. She spoke with pride and

in detail about how she and another cousin attending school now

shared responsibility for their families’ well-being. “The two of us

are the only people who are there for the family liberation, not like

in the past when they used to think that we couldn’t do it, but we
now know we are the people who can do it.

The longitudinal study by Dejaeghere, Wiger, and Willemsen, (2016)
examined data from youth aged 14 to 20 years old. The study was based on two
schools in Tanzania that implemented a skills development and entrepreneurship
education programme that resulted in social capital gains. This vocational/non-
formal educational setting provided the space for a conscientization that propelled
the students to imagine an alternative future. Aspirations are born within and can
take the learner from a state of inaction to action through empowerment (Wilson-
Strydom and Walker, 2015; Seeberg, 2014; Shah, 2011). Nussbaum (2000), as part
of her ethics of human development, identifies 10 human capabilities and
opportunities that form the base for meaningful human development. Affiliation is
discussed as the reciprocal bond connecting people and that facilitates the
expression of concern for other human beings. The concept of affiliation can be
seen in Figure 8, and is attributed to empowerment. Affiliation can be better see as
a form of ‘social capital, social interaction, mentoring guidance and counselling, and

social learning,’ it can be grouped under a wider umbrella term as emotional
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learning (Wilson-Strydom and Walker, 2015). Bi-directional activities as discussed in
the academic retrieval reaffirm the importance of restoring the human interaction
in education (Acharya and Robinson-Pant, 2019; Shah, 2016; Jones, 2015;
Stromquist, 2015; Seeberg, 2014; Blaak, Openjuru and Zeelen, 2013; Wiggins, 2012;
Nkechinyere Amadi, 2011; Dejaeghere and Lee, 2011; Shah, 2011). In building on
from Vygotsky’s idea of social interactions, one can examine the link between
relationship building and a continuous process of learning (LeBlanc and Bearison,

2004).

The role of teachers is central to the development of confidence in pupils as
well as peer support. The ability to imagine new future pathways is cultivated by
caring teachers (Dejaeghere, Wiger, and Willemsen, 2016). The KGBV educational
model evidenced the connection between the formation of deep relationships
formed by initiatives like, working in committees; irrespective of caste, the girls
learn to work as a team and a higher self-esteem (Shah, 2011). This lies in contrast
to the limited space in formal mainstream education for engagement and presence
because of its teacher centred, individualistic and curriculum narrow education
system (lllich, 1970). The current global mainstream exam-based education system
filters out the useful from the useless; this chronic competitiveness excludes the
human and emotional aspect from learning, adversely affecting the health, and

wellbeing of students.

152



100%

90%

80%

T0%

60%

52.85% 52 46% 52 18%

souepinb 'Bulojusiu

uojjesnpe Weslsulew

npa jueasiel A|ea0]

B 10} sujeb Aoesay

dope sey 100yas AGON

) utesj o} Bujuies)

1Buey s ABojouyas)

1o} yoddns jo yoe|

1 80U8pljuod jo yoe]

(2) ay o1 51 wewsamodwa

2 YNk SOON BAOAU|

3y} wol) JusuLemodw

ES
=3
=3

a1 0] s JuBLLIBMOdLLS

BuipuelsIapun MoUEN

2UI O] SEY UoHESN P

1 0} SPaaU UOIEaNPT

UE 'UCHEZIUBIDSUOD)

1 pue ssaualemE-J|os

aagewsye aulbew|

&q Jo Buiznusissuo)

40%
30%
20%
10%

0%

abejarco abejusated

tem
153

Figure 9 Prominent codes within academic literature retrieval chart.




Relationship Code: conscientisation of being
oppressed (safe space). Informal education
allows for unintentional learning

Nodes Code: empowerment is to help family
and community

Relationship Code: imagine alternative futures
— formed through relationships with others
(social capital that enhances wellbeing) social
bonds and support are empowering

Relationship Code: lack of confidence to
participate reduces confidence (happiness and
emotional aspect to learning and wellbeing).
Quality education is being compromised in
formal mainstream education

Relationship Code: self-awareness and

reflection as a pedagogy that empowers (safe
space). Social interaction as learning

Relationship Code: lack of support for less
academically inclined girls (restricting the
freedoms of girls). Restricting girls’ education

Case Code: centred flexible and adaptive
learning that is relevant (conscientisation and
safe spaces)

Case Code: the purpose of
education/technology is changing the way we
learn

Relationship Code: education needs to
incorporate the full spectrum of education
(formal school system). Structural hierarchy is
oppressive

Relationship Code: Learning to learn through

social learning (life skills). KGBV school adopted
a different framework to empower marginalised

girls from rural India

Nodes Code: education has to increase

Relationship Code: KGBV school has adopted
freedoms

national curriculum in its partnership with the
government (government support and policies)
Structural hierarchy is oppressive

Case Code: barriers to education/narrow

Relationship Code: literacy gains for girls builds
understanding to education

resilience (life skills). Education has to increase
freedoms

Relationship Code: empowerment is to help
family and community (non-formal education).
Non-formal education gives confidence and
independence

Relationship Code: locally relevant education
(community teachers and facilities). Non-formal
education can create social change

Case Code: student-centred, flexible, and
adaptive learning that is
relevant/empowerment from the girls and
women is to help the family and community

Relationship Code: mainstream education
reaffirms a person’s value as a commodity for
exchange in the mainstream market
(disempowerment). Education has to increase
freedoms

Nodes Code: involve NGOs, youth, and adult

Relationship Code: mentoring guidance and
groups in the planning

counselling (empowering education). Achieving
quality of life

Figure 10 Key prominent codes within the academic literature retrieval chart.
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The findings in the grey literature on empowering pedagogical approaches
discusses ‘mentoring guidance and peer to peer learning,” as an extension to the
social and emotional learning theme discussed in the academic literature. This is
intertwined with a community approach to education such as Save the Children’s
Literacy Boost programme work to improve early grade reading skills by monitoring
pupils and training teachers to teach core reading skills. Evaluations in Malawi,
Mozambique, Nepal, and Pakistan showed learning gains, as communities were
encouraged to support children’s reading (Global Education Monitoring Report
Team, 2014). The findings discuss the benefits of a community approach to learning
that supports the inclusion of mother tongue and bilingual learning. This is an
important finding in both the academic and grey literature. Mother tongue
inclusion increases learning gains in children, which also supports literacy and
health education. Mother tongue inclusion is depicted as bridging learning from
school to home and is a foundation for children to acquire another language
(Stromquist, 2015; Blaak, Openjuru, and Zeelen, 2013; Nkechinyere Amadi, 2011).
Figure 9 presents the codes which are attributed to the case classification of
empowering pedagogical approaches. Its ninth code associated girl-child only
spaces, (reflection and conscientisation) with increasing health and wellbeing of
girls. This is grounded in the life-skills training and relevance of the education that
these safe spaces provide (World Bank, 2020a). The findings from the grey
literature supports the findings from the academic literature regarding safe spaces
that are exclusive to girls’ learning and empowerment. The monitoring and
supportive aspect of education is reflective of a child-centred pedagogy, that
involves active teaching and learning methods. Engagement as a concept has been
vital to The Healthy Learning Programme in Kenya, which has improved health and
nutrition knowledge (World Bank, 2020; Global Education Monitoring Report Team,
2014). Figure 9 shows an overriding theme throughout the coding and it is the
importance of relevant education — relevant with regards to context of the learner.
This grounds the findings within the impact of inclusivity within our education
system. Empowering education needs to be relevant, born from the environment of
the learner. This is argued by the Global Education Monitoring Report Team (2014),

which recommends an interdisciplinary approach locally relevant to skills building
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supporting sustainable development. This approach was implemented in South
Africa, linking the curriculum to practical learning, where recycling and water
harvesting in schools, using alternative energy sources for cooking, creating
indigenous gardens, and planting trees was taught. In many ways, this can be
inferred as ‘useful’ learning, whereas our mainstream education system could be
termed as useless or stupefying education when seen through the lens of relevance

(lllich, 1978).

The malleability to education is a characteristic more present in non-formal
and informal learning (Bandiera et al., 2018). Figure 9, case code three, directly
discusses non-formal education and its potential to alter attitudes on gender and
violence against women, and increase resilience and peacebuilding. (World Bank,
2020b; UN WOMEN, 2013). Hard vocational and soft life skills have contributed to
adolescent girls reclaiming back economic empowerment, which inadvertently
allows girls to have a greater control over their bodies. Thus, the link between
education and health is palpable in its most practical sense (World Bank, 2020b).
The findings to this scope review involve a child-centred pedagogy as illustrated in
Figure 8 and Figure 9. However, in the case where it is not explicitly mentioned,
child-centredness and relevance, which encompasses emotion and social learning,
are inferred as per the codes. This depicts the battle ground between what
constitutes empowerment through education and disempowerment through
education. The findings show that it is the exclusion of the learner in their learning
journey. The HEAL programme, which is discussed in the academic literature,
addresses key issues to health education and non-formal education. Regardless of
the form of education, where rigid instruction is applied, as in the above
programme, literacy instruction becomes the educational focus as opposed to using
literacy to discuss health issues. The outcome of such pedagogical approaches is the
chanting and decoding of words. Once again the findings show a missed
opportunity to promote health and wellbeing, an outcome also intensified by the
exclusion of the participants’ mother tongue (Acharya and Robinson-Pant, 2019).
Within empowering education, ‘entrepreneurial skills,” as discussed in the grey

literature, include hard vocational and soft life skills, that can garner opportunities
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for marginalised girls and boys (Dejaeghere, Wiger, and Willemsen, 2016). Scholars
drain on a capability approach, widening the scope of outcomes of education by
incorporating quality of life and the promotion of health and wellbeing
(Dejaeghere, Wiger, and Willemsen, 2016). The implementation of life skills
harnesses confidence and self-reliance, like ujamaa, the Swahili word for extended
family. This was implemented in Tanzania by president Julius Kambarage Nyerere as
the bases for a social and economic policy promoting increased level of self-reliance

at a micro and macro level (Blaak, Openjuru, and Zeelen, 2013).

In the longitudinal study by Shah (2011) on the KGBV school. The
headmaster (Sheth, personal interview, 2008) discusses the girls returning to their
villages and the importance to adapt to their environment. Their empowerment
was evidenced in the increase of agency and voice. In this, education was a tool to
function in rural Gujarat. The headmaster discusses the importance of adjusting
back to society, always remaining true to their living environment — encompasses a

child-centred pedagogy (Shah, 2011).

A study focused on the human development capabilities approach,
theorising empowerment capabilities, embarked on a series of observational
studies following the progress of over 50 village girls in Western China. The lived
experience of empowerment showed a stark resemblance to other studies in other
countries (Shah, 2016a). Some of the common threads were the expansion of their
voice and agency, the ability to put across their wishes, to disagree with family on
certain issues, to visualise a future, to acquire a sense of awareness, to help their
families and more (Dejaeghere, Wiger, and Willemsen, 2016; Jones, 2015). Figure 9
depicts empowerment as the ability to help family and community. This finding is
apparent throughout the academic literature retrieved, where money is discussed
as a means to help their loved one’s and that of community members. Thus
economic empowerment becomes fulfilling when it is attached to a greater
purpose, and mostly within the concepts of care (Wilson-Strydom and Walker,
2015). Sen (1999, p.19) discusses the exercise of agency by the “individual as a
member of the public and as a participant in economic, social, and political

actions.”
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Figure 11 Grey literature coding.
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When we analyse the emergent themes from both the grey literature
(Figure 11) and academic literature, the educational landscape that surrounds us is
a vibrant learning environment that shapes us continuously. School has become a
specialised institution that in most cases bears little resemblance to our everyday
world. The literature captures those contemporary educational approaches that
bridge learning with our realities. The students experiencing learning with a set of
relevant experiences and are exposed to different environments are able to
materialise their education into business opportunities (Walker and Loots, 2018;

Blaak, Openjuru, and Zeelen, 2013).
4.5.2 Part 2: Disempowering Pedagogical Approaches

Under the grey literature the most prominent theme under disempowering
pedagogical approaches pertain to rigid curriculum and unrealistic expectations to
match learners’ abilities (Global Education Monitoring Report Team, 2014). Thus
supporting the academic findings examining hierarchy and structure as stagnating
empowerment. This theme was present in 13 files and referenced 68 times. An
important observation in curriculum, is the deep structural divide that penetrates
mainstream education. Hierarchal structures embody power imbalances that
deepen inequality. The remnants of coloniality with mainstream education persist
in its division between race, class and the stereotypical feminine representation
(Wilson-Strydom and Walker, 2015; Blaak, Openjuru, and Zeelen, 2013; Shah, 2011;
Lloyd and Hewett, 2009). Structured education can be easily manoeuvred to
exclude the diverse background of the learner and narrate only one side of history,
causing division and potential conflict (Bush, 2000). Freire (1972) criticises the
traditional education system that teaches its students by passing on information
from one oppressive structure to the next, a criticism similarly endorsed by

philosopher Ivan lllich (1926-2002).

What needs to be clear from the onset of the findings, is that education, and
in particular formal education due to its structure, constricts empowerment. That
should not be misunderstood as not having a positive impact on students. For the
purposes of this study, empowerment and wellbeing is at the heart of the

investigation. This is a two folded argument — its positive aspects, like,
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accreditation, which is so closely associated with the market place, enhances a
person’s economic capabilities (Sen, 1999). An aspect to education strongly
critiqued by lllich (1978), who argues that it is but a facade, that feeds a new
modernised poverty intensely dependent on the marketplace. His argument depicts
society as dependent on industrial productivity, whilst simultaneously losing our

freedom and autonomy to create what we need.

The academic literature retrieved depicts this complex argument through
the experience of girls and women in education. Formal education provides a
protection against child marriage by delaying it. In the context of uneven
development, there are pervasive norms and practices, education is a deterrent,
and is mostly seen as positive, but it is strongly associated with traditional gender
norms (Raj et al., 2019; Dejaeghere, and Lee, 2011). In this study, qualitative
interviews with girls, teachers, and decision makers explore whether the girls were
able to postpone or cancel their child marriages. The participants of the study saw
education as intrinsically connected to the enhancement of girls’ domestic abilities;
financial literacy was directed in relation to the upkeep of the household, and
health education was for the benefit of the family and future offspring. This
supports the findings of relevant education as a contemporary pedagogical
approach. In the context of rural or marginalised girls, education like in the KGBV
school model, did not elevate the girls to an unrealistic reality. Its purpose was to
ensure that the girls could manage their village life and voice their opinions more

confidently (Shah, 2016a).

Despite the introduction to free education, formal education is not pro-poor
as show in the scoping review findings. Families incur high costs regarding school
fees, school materials and transport. In most instances, school does not provide
food for children (Seeberg, 2014; Nkechinyere Amadi, 2011). In adhering to the
study’s research question, our mainstream education system seems more aligned
with surviving, and scrounging any formal accreditation to avoid being left
destitute. Some of the key findings in this scoping review lie with the qualitative
interviews, as they allow for a lived understanding of the experience with formal

education. The village girls in rural China discuss some of the aspects of their
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education as alienated from village life (Seeberg, 2014). Access and safety were
concerns faced by children, and although education is associated with protection,
there are two sides to the argument where safe access to schools particularly

within a conflict and disaster setting is not the case (Dejaeghere and Lee, 2011).

The findings between health and wellbeing and education emerge as
meaningful choice making. Health education directly impacts on the health of girls
and women and can facilitate an enhance control over one’s body, and self-
confidence. The issue of quality education can be seen as stifling the self-
confidence and participation of students. The literature further discusses the
inequality within mainstream education. Students from marginalised townships felt
a lack of preparedness and although they had made it to university, they did not
feel equal to their peers that came from privileged backgrounds. Students felt
excluded in their ability to participate as equals (Wilson-Strydom and Walker, 2015;
Lloyd and Hewett, 2009). To conclude, the findings discuss the barriers to education

as structural disempowerment.
4.5.3  Part 3: Purpose Outcome in Education

Digital education is a predominant theme in the grey literature; as shown in
Figure 9, it is also assigned to relevant education under its relationship code. This
final classification, linked to the purpose outcome in education, discusses the
duality to education which emerged in the findings. Competence and confidence
were at the heart of purposely empowering education (Wilson-Strydom and
Walker, 2015). From a systematic output-input dissemination of knowledge, this
classification confronts us with a deeper meaning to empowering education
cantered on ultimate happiness. The process of ‘becoming’ is through engaging
with skills and knowledge that equip us with the ability to make meaningful choices
(Dejaeghere, Wiger, and Willemsen, 2016). The programmes depicting digital
education in the grey literature involved digital camps designed for marginalised
women that allowed the women to feel confident with their newfound skills. Digital
education gave them a greater sense of independence and opened up
opportunities for them to pass on those skills to other women in their communities

(UN WOMEN, 2018; UN WOMEN, 2012). What digital education is bringing back is
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an elevated sense of freedom (Acharya and Robinson-Pant, 2019). Another
important issue is that digital education can provide an ample selection of
education topics through webinars, pre-recorded lectures, and videos, which can
stimulate the curiosity otherwise stifled by a rigid curriculum, without
compromising on the quality of education (Nkechinyere Amadi, 2011); giving more

power to the learner.

These common themes continue through to incentives like cash transfer
programmes to keep girls in school and increase enrolment in secondary school. As
discussed in the grey literature, conditional cash transfers have a much higher
success rate than normal cash transfers. For example, the Bangladesh Female
Stipend Programme (FSP), where fees are contingent on attendance and exam
scores with bi-annual deposits into girls’ savings accounts, reaches 2 million girls
annually, increasing girls’ enrolment by up to 1.2 years (Jones, Presler-Marshall and
Kahane, 2019). The ‘cash-plus’ approach that delivers complementary life skill
lessons may have an even greater impact as discussed in the findings (Jones,
Presler-Marshall and Kahane, 2019). This is again in line with the overall findings
related to attaching useful value to education; suggesting an emerging concept of a

methodological pathway that can facilitate empowerment.

The findings from this study have shed considerable insight into the
research questions. The minimal evidence on indigenous practices promoting the
health and wellbeing of women, girls, and community forms a partial answer to the
sub-question. Thus, reinforcing the argument of the institutionalisation, which
dominates the current mainstream education system. The untapped potential and
presumption of deficit of knowledge (Acharya and Robinson-Pant, 2019) is
hindering the facilitation of empowerment through the current education system.
Its absence in the literature is representative of a systematic exclusion: there is a
gap in the literature, and a need for further research and insight into the potential
of indigenous practices to promote wellbeing and the impact on existing
educational programmes, both formal, and non-formal. A key finding in this study
was the ontological understanding of empowerment of women and girls from their

own local perspective. One of the strongest expressions of empowerment was
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women and girls’ desire to contribute, to help, and to support family and
community. This is in stark contrast with the view from international development
agencies and governments, that regard female empowerment as an individualistic
economic overcoming, more reflective of a by-product of female empowerment.
Overcoming (an economic subsistence) can be easily canvased as empowerment:
for example, formal schooling provides a degree of protection to girls at risk of early
child marriage. Its shortcoming lies in a lack of educational opportunities for girls
who are married or who become mothers (Raj et al., 2019). The transformative
characteristics to empowerment transcend an improved circumstance. It can be
better understood as a deeply emotive experience stemming from being able to
cultivate attachments and expressions of love and care to others (Nussbaum, 2000).
The answer to the sub-questions emerge from finding the true meaning of
‘becoming;’ it is not a simplistic conclusion of attributing love and care as intrinsic
feminine traits. But rather, it is an indication that there lies a disconnect between
the rhetoric of empowerment and wellbeing from a Western institutional
perspective. This prompts us to question the lens which we have adopted to
determine health and wellbeing, and our own understanding and application of

health from both an ontological and epistemological position.

Regarding the sub-question on policy reform, the findings suggest that the
protective element of school can be met by greater inclusivity. The non-formal
educational programmes that incorporate the inclusion of a student’s mother
tongue is representative of a wider inclusion of their background and community,
increasing learning gains (Blaak, Openjuru, and Zeelen, 2013). The implementation
of this teaching characteristic is closely aligned to a child-centred approach to
learning and is not exclusive to one form of educational programme, rather, the
findings indicate that a lack of a student inclusive approach contributes to student

drop out figures (Zhao, 2011).

The presence of technology within our education system, as per the
findings, suggest that digital literacy is linked with facilitating the empowerment of
women and girls. Taking on a deeper analysis of the findings, the educational

programmes with ICT training were also designed in a way that promoted
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empowerment. For example, women and girls were able to form networks, they
received support from one another, the camps provided safe spaces, which led to
self-reflection (UN WOMEN, 2012). | would argue it is not the mere acquisition of a
new skill, but it is the relevance and useability of this skill within the wider
educational landscape. The final sub-question of this study discusses the purpose of
education as a method to facilitate empowerment. The literature shows that
education is malleable and therefore the design and implementation of education
will have a direct result on whether empowerment can be facilitated. In the case of
the KGBV school model, it is noted that there was a conscious effort to the
pedagogical design for empowerment — the evidence shows that the students
experienced empowerment through the expansion of their voice, agency, bonds
and self-reliance (Shah, 2011). This leads us to critically examine the current

purpose of mainstream education.

4.6 Conclusion

The aim and objectives of this scoping review have been met as the primary
ethos was to examine the evidence relating to current educational approaches that
facilitate empowerment. To conclude on the findings, the literature presents a
disjointed educational landscape with varying purposes. The answer to the scoping
qguestion of whether mainstream pedagogical approaches facilitate empowerment
is both a yes and no, if non-formal and informal pedagogical approaches are taken
into account. Our limited understanding of central issues such as happiness, health,
wellbeing, are obscured by our exclusion of education in its fullest form. The
contemporary mainstream educational approaches that facilitate empowerment
are used on an ad hoc basis, and primarily found in the absence of rigid hierarchal
curriculum structures (Wiggins, 2011). This study has been able to recapitulate
these approaches, which are intertwined within the health and wellbeing of women
and girls. The ‘humanness’ to learning is at the centre of the study’s findings: the
confidence and self-reliance attributes to empowerment are cultivated through
pedagogical approaches that facilitate strong peer and teacher bonds. This is

reflective of mentor style teaching and participation which prompts self-reflection
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as crucial (Shah, 2011). Social capital enables us to apply learning in action, and
more importantly awards the ability to envision an alternative through the
exposure to different settings and ideas, promoting entrepreneurial skills that are
tied in with relevant education (Blaak, Openjuru, and Zeelen, 2013). | have
identified gaps in current research and make recommendations regarding the need
to increase future empirical evidence on indigenous practices to facilitate
empowerment and promote health and wellbeing for girls, women and

communities.

Our paternalistic approach to empowerment has meant that we lack a basic
grasp of what is relevant and useful to communities. In essence, by our narrow
application of education, we are moving away from the health and wellbeing
aspects that should be the cornerstone of our education system. The findings
establish concrete themes on disempowering educational approaches, most of
which sit juxtaposed to empowerment. This study brings a depth to the overall
global discussion on education and empowerment. Furthermore, it is the
commonalities between women folk that embed community relevance and

inclusion as missing pieces of the jigsaw.

This study aims to aid in identifying policy recommendations and curricular
issues that are stifling the agency of women and girls. The monograde curriculum
widely implemented in Sub-Saharan Africa, is argued to be exacerbating
psychosocial issues in children, who are over-age students. The problematic aspects
to education are tearing through as we see their applicability in a range of settings,
that do not necessarily promote the wellbeing of their students (Lewin and Sabates,
2012). The voice of girls is missing in our understanding to what empowerment
means. As the findings show, empowerment is a tightly knitted expansion of
contributing to family and community stemming from the social and emotional
aspect of humanity (Nussbaum, 2000). Research from the KGBV school model in
Gujarat gives significant insight into the ontological understanding of
empowerment. The study reports the importance of education to remain relevant,

to cultivate friendships and supporting relations (Shah, 2011; Rodney, 1972).
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The current climate of our society with the global pandemic is fertile ground
to take a different approach to mainstream education. National governments hold
power to facilitate the right funding and scalability of the pedagogies to facilitate
empowerment. Large scale Education for All programmes are critically examined as
failing students to some degree from disadvantaged backgrounds (Lewin and
Sabates, 2012), bringing us back to the issue of relevance and adopting a one size
fits all approach. Rigidity to formal education is stifling the potential to merge with
non-formal education strategies highlighted from the scoping review’s findings
(Shah, 2011). This has been showcased in a very specific strategy that the KGBV
school implemented, called ‘Space,” that allowed for exactly that. ‘Space’ is a time
when teachers connect with their students and learn in a creative manner that

emerges from their environment and experience (Shah, 2016b).

There is a reference in the literature to technology and its potential to
alleviate some of the issues which are persistent with formal mainstream
education. Distance learning is highlighted as a potential solution in the publication
by Nkechinyere Amadi (2011), who argues that quality education does not have to
be compromised in rural schools in Sub-Saharan Africa due to remoteness. What
the study has really extracted, is the irrelevance of whether it is digital or not — it is
the fundamental purpose and pedagogical design to education that can direct
digital education to facilitate empowerment. The author further goes on to identify
the growing concern with the global learning crisis that the international
community is attempting to combat. “Despite being in school, a large majority of
learners do not acquire even minimal levels of learning and come out of school
unprepared to integrate with the rapidly changing world” (Nkechinyere Amadi,
2011, p.986). The current discussions on gender-specific needs addresses more
structural inequalities, like a preferential bias in the education system that caters

more for boys than girls (Lewin and Sabates, 2012).

To conclude, there is a positive indication towards non-formal and informal
education supporting the empowerment of women and girls. Furthermore,
empowerment is characterised as an affirmation experienced as a process, one

which is led by the individual, and stimulated by kinship (Jones, 2015). From the

166



onset, there are limitations in the findings because of the inflexibility and
dominance of the current mainstream education system. To capture a richer
understanding of the pedagogical approaches facilitating empowerment a separate
narrative literature review is conducted to understand and examine the non-
mainstream education approaches, including indigenous knowledge and informal

education from a global context.
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5 Narrative Literature Review: Ancient Pedagogical

Approaches that Facilitate Empowerment

Knowledge, again, is inherent in [hujman. No knowledge comes
from outside; it is all inside. What we say a man “knows,” should, in
strict psychological language, be what he “discovers” or “unveils”;
what a man “learns” is really what he “discovers,” by taking the
cover off his own soul, which is a mine of infinite knowledge.

Swami Vivekananda (1863-1902)

5.1 Introduction

The anthropological accounts concerning education and empowerment are
overshadowed by bodies of codified abstract knowledge conducted by experts
(Kleinman, 1995). The narrative literature review seeks to unravel the thread that
unites the human experience of empowerment beyond contemporary pedagogical
approaches by examining ancient wisdom. The statistical data on global
mainstream education highlights a failing system struggling to equip generations
with the tools necessary to flourish (Nussbaum, 1997). Colonialization opaqued the
rich ancient pedagogical approaches that weaved the social fabrics of ancient
civilisations. Virtues of morality, oneness, longevity, bliss, love and a happy death
colour the pages of ancient texts that understood humanity from the lens of
introspection, self-governance and freedom (Vivekananda, 1989). The
institutionalisation of mainstream education has segregated learning from a holistic
everyday experience to a streamlined repetition and memorising exercise (lllich,
1970). In essence sacrificing critical thinking through experience (Nauriyal,

Drummond, and Lal, 2006).

The scoping review and mapping of literature conducted showed gaps in the
inclusion of traditional knowledge and the link to health and wellbeing. Due to this
the review method is a narrative literature review adopting a comprehensive search
methodology of ancient texts predating the Abrahamic religions. From a political

perspective, the Abrahamic religions form the bedrock of Western society. Their
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interpretations have subjugated girls and women, creating disparities between
people based on externalities that camouflage our same sense of being (Ryser,
1997). The biblical story of Eve, who fell bondage to temptation symbolises a
departure from a state of self-governance to one of ignorance from a lack of self-
knowledge (Genesis 2:4-3:24). In the same manner, this chapter looks at principles
of non-attachment and its relevance to modern society that is built on

consumption, temptation and desire.

The narrative literature review critically examines a range of ancient
wisdoms concerning empowerment, education, and health and wellbeing. Ancient
wisdom encapsulates the religious and philosophical teachings of ancient
civilisations that passed down experiential self-knowledge, self-transcendence,
social, moral, ethical and non-attachment virtues, in the form of ancient texts,
scrolls, parables and songs through generations (Jeste and Lee, 2019). The scoping
review highlighted a need for a deeper appreciation of informal education and
indigenous knowledge. The marginalisation of indigenous knowledge and practices
reinforces the ignorant presumption that subsequently feeds into the exclusion of
traditional knowledge from mainstream education. Against this backdrop, this

narrative review draws on ancient wisdom.

Ancient wisdom has been conveyed formally and informally through oral
narratives, cosmological observations, writings, planting and harvesting techniques,
and healing and ritual practices (Bruchac, 2014). This narrative review looks at
broadening its scope beyond the dominant reductive Eurocentric ideals on health,
education, and empowerment. Ancient wisdom is founded on the premise of
freeing and liberating human beings from bondage. Drawing the distinctions
between wisdom and knowledge. From an Upanishadic philosophical perspective,
wisdom is oneness with nature and the cosmos. The pursuit of knowledge is a
motionless acquisition that blocks spirituality if introspection and awareness is
missing; “He who worships ignorance enters into darkness and he who worships
knowledge, who delights in knowledge alone, enters into greater darkness” (M,

2012, p.33).
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Like the cross, wisdom represents the umbilical cord between our True Self
Atman and the Brahman Supreme Reality; this self-realisation facilitates true
empowerment. Knowledge is a secondary tool, sitting horizontally, it relevance
occurs when it meets in the centre of wisdom, facilitating introspection (Peterson,

2018).
5.2 Aims and Objectives of the Narrative Literature Review

The aim and objectives of the narrative literature review are to analyse
philosophies and ancient wisdoms marginalised by colonialism and neo-colonial
projects that facilitate empowerment. The scoping review exposed gaps in
knowledge regarding informal education concerning empowerment and wellbeing.
As a result, informal education’s potential is largely unknown, as it falls beyond the
boundaries of curriculum and mainstream education (Blaak, Openjuru, and Zeelen,
2013). The pedagogical approaches which unite communities from the Global South
lie deep in ancient wisdom. Such principles are passed down through spiritual
rituals, culinary art, healing practices, songs and parables (Ngomane, 2019; Ferreira
and Lang, 2005). This narrative review examines beyond traditional religious
concepts, with an emphasis on introspection, life balance, teachings of inward
reflection, and the use of ethnomedicine. The religious and philosophical concepts
central to this narrative review are Hinduism, Ubuntu, Buddhism, Taoism, and
Mayan philosophies. The major Abrahamic religions, such as Judaism, Christianity,
and Islam, are not included in the literature synthesis. This is partly due to the
interpretation and impact these religions have on society. As we look to examine
beyond the contemporary pedagogical approaches, the inclusion of Abrahamic
texts would affect the inquiry as they have shaped the foundations of modern and
mainstream education and health structures. The dogmatic interpretations of these
texts resemble similar frameworks that govern modern day institutions that limit

exploration (Hug, 2005).

Irrespective of the benefit to individual religious fulfilment (Nussbaum,
2000), this narrative review’s core objectives are firmly cemented in empowerment

and wellbeing (Page and Czuba, 1999). In keeping true to this, any religious and
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philosophical concepts founded on an external exploration of empowerment and

wellbeing would hinder the aim and objectives of this narrative review. These are

some of the central concepts which will be critically examined and are central to

the work of scholars and philosophers such as Walter Rodney, Frantz Omar Fanon,

Ivan lllich, Desmond Tutu, Gabriel Garcia Marquez, Isabel Allende, Augusto Boal,

Fidel Castro, Paulo Freire, Mahatma Gandhi, Nelson Mandela, Amartya Sen, Martha

Nussbaum, and Edward Said, for example.

The research question of this narrative literature review is:

Can ancient pedagogical approaches be adapted to facilitate

empowerment?

The following objectives support the aim of the review:

1. To analyse ancient pedagogical approaches and their interpretation of

3.

health and wellbeing with a particular focus on girls and women. This
analysis will provide an insight into any common themes regarding
ancient healing practices and the ontological and epistemological
understanding of wellbeing within a community context, leading to a
critical analysis of contemporary Western perspectives on health and
empowerment from a local context.

To understand the ancient philosophical and spiritual concepts of
empowerment with a focus on girls and women, facilitating a more in-
depth examination of ancient culture and society, to elicit societal
structures, hierarchies, and gender roles.

To examine ancient technology and its role in education, health, and
empowerment. This critical examination centres around ancient
wisdom on body mechanics and its impact on health and

empowerment.
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5.2.1 Can ancient pedagogical approaches be adapted to facilitate

empowerment?

The narrative literature review is an annexation of the scoping review,
seeking to examine concepts of wellbeing. Similar to how education has been
separated into formal, non-formal, and informal, our understandings of health and
empowerment have been equally fragmented, cultivating dependency and

weakening human resilience and capabilities (lllich, 1978).

Furthermore, the objectives of the review seek to understand
empowerment, which elicits a deep and critical discussion of bondage and freedom
(Freire, 1972). This thesis argues femininity and masculinity as an intricate and
intrinsic part of being (Peterson, 2018). This concept of wholeness and unity,
balance and togetherness are taken into the critical examination of ancient
technology and the impact on the human body. In addition, the objectives were
further guided by the following research questions that are a continuation from the

scoping review:

1. What is the ancient wisdom that promotes health and wellbeing?

2. What are the connecting concepts regarding pedagogy, health, and
empowerment that run through the various ancient wisdoms?

3. What ancient technologies facilitate empowerment and promote health
and wellbeing?

4. What is empowerment from an ancient philosophical and spiritual

perspective?

5.3 Limitations

This narrative literature review depends on translations, seen as a
limitation. The added layer of someone’s subjective interpretation must be
considered. This is also true of the interpretations of the Abrahamic religions, that
have been largely implemented and taught oppressively. Ancient texts are
profound and contemplative, and they span many different meanings and teachings
from a simple parable or song. Ancient texts are also empowering pedagogies that

were created to facilitate an individual’s introspection and conjure transformation
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(Vasudev, 2016; M, 2012; Kabat-Zin, 2003; Krishnamurti, 1978). The wisdom these
texts impart have developed over the centuries and are immersed in indigenous
practices. My ability to grasp its full meaning is limited due to the lack of previous
exposure to non-Abrahamic spiritual and philosophical literature. Beyond the
limitation of access, my indoctrination and framework, which restrict a deeper
understanding of the literature reviewed, must be considered. The complex
metaphors of Ancient Mayan texts are examples of my novice ability to capture all

the subtle wisdom in their stories.

To conclude, the antiquity of the texts creates limitations in access, also the
English language is a limitation in itself as it does not hold the right translation for
all of the words. There are words in Sanskrit that do not hold the exact meaning in
English, making the translation reductive. For example, Prana is not precisely
‘breath.’ It is the name for the energy that is in the universe (Vivekananda, no date).
The Neopaganism of Europe were also not included in this narrative literature
review, and it is argued that such texts would have reinforced the findings and

therefore limited the geographical scope.
5.4 Narrative Literature Review Methodology

5.4.1 Protocol

The methodological framework of this narrative review took into account
the recommended presentation, which is similar to any other review (Green,

Johnson and Adams, 2006, p.106).

These 11 components are:

Title

Structured Abstract
Introduction
Methods

Discussion

o v A W N oE

Conclusion
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7. Acknowledgements (If applicable)
8. References

9. Tables

10. Figures

11. Figure Captions

The narrative literature review is informed primarily by the general
framework structure of narrative reviews (Ferrari, 2015; Green, Johnson and
Adams, 2006). By adopting this model, the main body will be partitioned into
sections composed of concepts. For this narrative review, the three overarching

sections are:

1. Femininity — (Balance and in balance)
2. Pedagogy

3. Empowerment
5.4.2 Method

The exploratory nature of a narrative literature review provides broad
coverage of the issues within a given topic (Collins and Fauser, 2005). Charting the
landscape of ancient wisdom texts, scrolls, songs, and parables requires the
malleability offered by conducting a traditional narrative review. Within these
broad parameters, the intention is preserved to contribute coverage to the
available literature on ancient wisdom (Sylvester, Tate and Johnstone, 2013;
Baumeister and Leary, 1997). A narrative literature review was chosen because it
enables a non-restrictive approach to build a cumulative research tradition of
ancient philosophical and spiritual literature (Sylvester, Tate and Johnstone, 2013).
In this, a systematic review would be burdensome and restrictive to present the full
narrative thread at the core of ancient wisdom (Sylvester, Tate and Johnstone,
2013; Collins and Fauser, 2005). In being able to bring an ample coverage of the
significant literature classified as ‘ancient,’ the substance of these teachings can be
used to present a heterogenous review of literature that can generate fresh insights

(Sylvester, Tate and Johnstone, 2013).
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The narrative review adopts a qualitative interpretation. The ‘traditional’
way of reviewing literature, supporting a descriptive approach to eliciting theories
and frameworks that lead to hypothesised conclusions (King and He, 2005). The
interwoven theories found within ancient Hindu, Buddhist, African, Mayan, and
Taoist philosophies were evaluated to draw conclusions from the existing
conceptualizations (Baumeister and Leary, 1997). These ancient epistemologies that
discuss moral, spiritual and ethical virtues have no limit regarding their depth or
interpretation. The limitation rather lies with the researcher in their ability to
comprehend its profundity. The arrival of different conclusions would add to the
validity of these included studies without hindering the transparency and

reproducibility of the narrative review (Collins and Fauser, 2005).
5.5 Analysis

This narrative literature review deals with large volumes of textual data. The
broadness of the research question is well suited to adopting a qualitative content
analysis as the method of analysis. The method of analysis offers flexibility to the
researcher in terms of analysing a range of different texts (Elo and Kyngés, 2008).
To reduce the data into concepts that describe the research phenomenon, a
conceptual model that feeds into the overarching aim of the research to create a
methodological framework of empowerment is needed (Elo and Kyngas, 2008;
Cavanagh, 1997). The core purpose in using concept analysis methodology is to
distinguish the characteristics of each concept. Figure 12 shows the guiding
research questions which serve as a direction in the open coding process. The
coded text is colour coded as they offer possible insight into answering the four
research questions that broadly overlook health, pedagogy, empowerment, and
technology. It is, therefore, important to elicit the concepts which fall within the
broader research phenomenon and define the emerging concept through their
distinguished characteristics for both conceptual clarity, scientific literature, and for
a broader methodological framework of what facilitates empowerment through
education (Fitzpatrick and McCarthy, 2016). Figure 12 shows an inductive content

analysis methodology, best suited to this narrative literature review, as there is no
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prior operational knowledge (Elo and Kyngas, 2008). Due to the varied nature of the
literature reviewed and the broad interpretations available, a continuum is needed,
which tells a story when relaying the ancient wisdom (Bengtsson, 2016). The
description of the text will be given and then a code name, then the categorization
of the code, followed by a final grouping that will be presented within three

sections femininity (balance), empowerment and pedagogy.

Creating categories during the abstraction process facilitates describing the
phenomenon. Content analysis as a method permits the researcher through
interpretation to decide which things to allocate in the same category (Dey, 1993).
The abstraction process is storytelling, and the general description of the topic is
created by generating categories (Burnard 1996; Robson, 1993). The software

programme NVivo was used as a tool to help manage the data (Cavanagh, 1997).

= Selection of data

Preparation Phase
= Making sense of the data

Oreganising Phase *Blue: What are the ancient wisdoms that
e g promote health and well-being?

What is empowerment from an
ancient philosghical and spiritual
Clpen codi ng perspective?

»Pink: What are the connecting concepts with
regards to pedagogy, health and
empowerment that run through the various

Grou ping ancient wisdoms?
What ancient technologies facilite
empowerment and promote health and
welloeing?

Resulting Phase

#|nfering relationships between all
Categorization Ancient wisdoms

sCreating content characteristics for
each main category

Conceptual Model = Creating a methodological framework

Abstraction

Figure 12 The preparation phase, organising phase, resulting phase.
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5.6 Development of Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

This narrative literature review’s eligibility criteria was purposely broad to
allow for the inclusion of ancient literature to be regarded as ancient wisdom. As
shown in Figure 13, the exploration of literature fell within three main literature
bodies: religious and philosophical, pedagogical, and educational, and health and

wellbeing literature.

Religious and
Philosophical Exploration of
Literature . Literature

|
A
/ \\..
/ \

“--..__“__\\.. __/"---
/ \ / B
/ \ \
“—
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| Health and \ | Pedagogical and |
Wellbeing Educational
\ Literature A\ / i /
\ \ / Literature /

Figure 13 Exploration of the literature
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5.6.1 Eligibility Criteria

Ancient literature that satisfied the following inclusion criteria were

admitted:

Types of Ancient Wisdom: The narrative literature review’s included ancient
wisdoms whose philosophical and spiritual teachings centred around general
knowledge of life, empathy, self-reflection, non-judgement, virtues of letting go,
emotional regulation, and spiritual teachings. These core components are found in

Hinduism, Buddhism, Daoism, Ubuntu, Sufism, and Mayan ancient literature.

Representation Form: There were no restrictions on the representation

form of these ancient texts.
5.6.2 Exclusion Criteria

Literature that had not been translated from the original texts into English

and Spanish were excluded.

Literature pertaining to the Abrahamic religions were excluded. This
exclusion was based on the strong foundation and influence these religions have
had on modern and mainstream education and health. Their interpretation has also
formed a strict framework for girls’ and women’s empowerment, shaping notions

of paternalism, control, and obedience to one supreme God (Shiva, 1999).
5.6.3  Search Strategy

The search strategy primarily aimed to describe the operational aspects of
the reviewed literature. The predetermined eligibility criteria were applied to the
following searches. shows how the reviewed literature is distinguished by type and
category. This facilitates the analysis of the reviewed literature by setting clear
objectives within the preparation and organising phase and strengthening the
content analysis methodology with regards to transparency, validity, and

reproducibility.
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Table 6 Category and types of literature.

Types/Categories Hinduism Buddhism Daoism Ubuntu Mayan
Bhagavadgita Dhammapada Tao Te Ching The African Ubuntu Philosophy Popol
Vuh

Religious and

Patanjali Yoga Sutras

Pali Canon

Swami Vivekananda

Philosophical Compilation

Pantanjali Yoga Sutras

Swami Vivekananda

Nirvana Shatakam

The Essence of Lotus Sutra Ubuntu and Pedagogy

Mundaka Upanishad
60 Songs of Milarepa What is Ubuntu? Different Interpretations among

South Africans of African Descent
Women in Early Buddhist This Significance of the Concept of Ubuntu
Literature
Pedagogical and Buddhist Thought and Applied
Educational Psychological Research

The Buddha’s Teaching
Methodology
Saddharma Pundarika or, The
Lotus of the True Law
The Buddha and His Teachings —
Venerable Narada Mahathera

Charaka Sambhita Vipassana Meditation Yellow Emperor’s | The Ubuntu Concept of Good Life

Health and Wellbeing Classic of Internal

Medicine
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Types/Categories

Hinduism

Buddhism

Daoism

Ubuntu

Mayan

Hatha Yoga Pradipika
of Svatmarama

Practical Vipassana Exercises
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5.7 Findings and Discussion

5.7.1 Introduction

The endless pursuit of happiness is a shared battle that we can only end
when we enter into an authentic and meaningful relationship with our inner self
(M, 2012; Rinpoche, 2008; Nussbaum, 1997). Ancient wisdom sits like an old wise
majestic tree; its roots penetrate deep in the soil. Its branches spurt in different
directions, reaching high and wide, offering shelter. The ancient wisdom in
Hinduism, Buddhism, Daoism, and Ancient Mayan are like branches. And although
each branch is distinctive, they are united by a shared root. In the Complete Works
of Swami Vivekananda (1863 — 1902), every religion stems from a same God.
Vivekananda argues that like a seed, ‘truth’ is planted and blooms according to its
natural growth order. It breathes the same air, receives the same water, and is
embedded in the same soil. So do the natural variations of culture that cause the
varied adaptations to the teachings that we find in ancient wisdom. Still, the
ultimate unifying teaching at the heart of wisdom directs humanity in becoming

one with universal consciousness.

Of the 27 texts included in this narrative review, there emerged three theme
classifications. Nine main themes emerged on empowering pedagogical approaches
and health and wellbeing, one main theme on disempowerment with a final

compilation of 44 sub-themes.

1. Femininity
2. Pedagogy

3. Empowerment

NVivo 12 Pro was used to create the coding for this narrative literature
review following the four aiding research questions. The coding was not specific to
the different spiritual and philosophical categories, as the narrative synthesis
showed there is an extensive overlapping in themes and sub-themes throughout
the various ancient wisdoms. Three classifications emerged from the aiding
research questions capturing the central thesis’s overarching inquiry. The research

aims and objectives centre on girls’ and women’s empowerment through education
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from an uneven context. From an ancient perspective, there is no divide between
woman and man; equality flows from the ‘Ishavasyam idam sarvam’ — ‘That which
is everywhere, at all times’ (M, 2012). As ‘beings,” our true atam or self, is in unity
with the universal consciousness, described in the Upanishad as the Supreme
Brahman. Therefore, the term femininity is not to be misunderstood as referring to
the woman, but rather it is the energy of creation — the life force, Mother Earth
from which life abounds (Veith, 1949). It is the form of consciousness and bliss also
understood as the eternal Shiva (Shankaracharya, 788 CE -820 CE). The second
classification, pedagogy, is the teaching of the self. The acquisition of knowledge is
only secondary to the contemplation of your inner being (Niwano, 1989). The final
categorisation of empowerment is an altered sense of awareness, which is the

ultimate path to ancient wisdom.

The different ‘nodes’ represented with different colours relate to the theme
classifications. To show the overlapping themes and the intricate relationship
between the sub-themes and different religious texts, a mind map was developed
alongside the coding. The themes sit in the various classifications, but this does not
mean the discussion is linear, rather there are many interlinkages between the

classification and themes. The nine emerging themes and sub-themes are:

1) Case Classification: Femininity — Seeking Balanced Human beings
i) Cyclicality of Life
(1) Consciousness
(2) Karma
(3) Habit formation
(4) Suffering
(5) Manifestation
(6) Samsara
ii) Self-Governance
(1) Eating with awareness
(2) Fasting
(3) Health

(4) Yogic lifestyle
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(5) Control of energy flow
(6) Virtues
(7) Non-violence

b) Balance
(1) Wellbeing
(2) Chinese traditional medicine
(3) Elements
(4) Good life and death
(5) Healers
(6) Spirituality
(7) Supple

c) Lifestyle Practices
(1) Meditation
(2) Samadhi-tranquillity
(3) Mindfulness

d) Oneness
(1) Buddhism
(2) Hinduism
(3) Ubuntu
(4) Altruism
(5) Love and compassion
(6) Equality

2) Case Classification: Pedagogy

a) Teachings
(1) Enlightenment
(2) Role models

b) Introspection
(1) Self-realisation
(2) Self-reliance
(3) Truth
(4) Experience
(5) Wisdom
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3) Case Classification: Empowerment
a) Freedom & Liberation
b) Virtue of non-attachment
c) Bliss
4) Disempowerment
(1) External attachment
(2) Bondage
(3) Crave
(4) Labouring for external gratification
(5) Individualism

(6) Ignorance
5.8 Part 1: Femininity — Seeking Balanced Human Beings

The cyclicality of life is a profound theme that weaves through the various
ancient wisdoms. Intertwining through freedom and bondage, matter, and
spirituality. Its unifying dimensions keep us captive to one another and nature. In
the same way that our planet orbits around the sun, our bodies fall within these
rhythmic cycles. The two cosmic regulators of the yin and yang are the unifying
theme of The Yellow Emperor’s Classic of Internal Medicine (1949), a symbolic
illustration of all happenings in human life and nature.

The ways of yin and yang are to the left and to the right. Water and

fire are the symbols of yin and yang. Yin and yang are the source of

power and the bringing of everything in creation. Yang ascends to

Heaven; yin descends to Earth. Hence the universe (Heaven and

Earth) represents motion and rest, controlled by the wisdom of

nature. Nature grants the power to beget and to grow to harvest
and to store, to finish, and to begin anew (Veith, 1949, p.15)

Yin and yang, two interdependent and amalgamated states, balance one
another; “within yang, there was contained yin and within yin there was contained
yang” (Veith, 1949, p.15). Similarly, from an Abrahamic religious standpoint, Eve

came forth from Adam (Genesis 2:21-22). The human embodies both the yang that
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belongs to the male and the yin that belongs to the female. From an ancient
perspective, the masculine and feminine are in perfect harmony. Compared to a
modern view of equality, the male and female lie as separate entities; this
separation of self is the embodiment of individualism, giving rise to an internal
conflict and imbalance. As argued by Kleinman (1995), biomedicine’s dominant
orientation is to view patients as isolated beings, treating their organisms in
isolation, cutting off community, and spirituality. From an African philosophical
perspective, Ubuntu transcends our shared understanding of altruistic feelings. The
concept of cyclicality is ‘being’ through others (Ngomane, 2019). A metaphysical
dimension connects the living indigenous African to their dead ancestors, guiding
their actions on Earth (Zulu, 2018). The Bhagavad Gita (1963: lines 42 -43)
illustrates the spiritual connectivity with the natural world as manifested by
offerings required for deceased ancestors’ welfare. It depicts a delicate balance
synchronised through the cyclicality of life in the material and the spiritual. There is
an ancient universal understanding of consciousness which is central to life’s

cyclicality. The mantra of the Ishavasya Upanishad;

Purnamadah purnamidam purnat purnamudachyat
Purnasya purnamaadaya purnamevashishyate

(That is complete, this is complete. From that completeness comes
this completeness. If we take away this completeness from that
completeness only completeness remains.) (M, 2012, p.4).

This mantra removes the veil of separation we so firmly cling to;
consciousness is the completeness with that Supreme Brahman — it is the
completion of becoming. Therefore, there is no differentiation between your inner
being and universal consciousness because you become one. From an ancient
perspective, there is a fundamental understanding of the different states of
consciousness. Our awakened state is the lower rung of the ladder, governed by our
senses, followed by our dream state, which bears no continuity. The Bhagavad Gita
describes this as adopting the manas, which if united with buddhi, - that which
grants bliss away from the ego. Fourthly, it is the synchronisation by buddhi and the

light from beyond the self, transcendental completeness (Radharkrishnan, 1963,
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p.150). Similarly, the people from the classical Mayan era depicted this same notion
of consciousness through various development stages, illustrated through four key
ideograms representing this transformation. Figure 14 shows the cyclical nature of
development. Each stage flows from one another, suggesting a continuous motion

of progress.

The evolutionary process of the human brain depicts three different
mentalities; the reptilian brain, paleomammalian brain (limbic system), and the
mammalian brain. And although they are radically different in structure and
chemistry, they have developed interconnections that influence one another
(MacLean, 1978). The reptilian brain controls the primal patterns of behaviour such
as mating, defence, foraging etc., and the body’s vital functions (Argielles, 1987;
MacLean, 1978). Figure 14 shows the chicchan ideogram that depicts a serpent
representing the reptilian brain, the physicality of our being. From a Buddhist
perspective, this is the perceptual consciousness of the senses, our five functions of
vision, hearing, smell, touch and taste (Nauriyal, Drummond, and Lal, 2006). The
Pantanjali’s Yoya Sutras (400BC — 300 AD: lines: 17 -18) defines our experience
based on our level of consciousness. On a higher level of consciousness, the OC,
mammalian brain is the emotional circuit of conscience, nurture, and love, hence
the parent-offspring imagery (Argiielles, 1987). At this level of consciousness, our
behaviour remains controlled by the often unconscious judgements we make
governed by emotion (MacLean, 1978). As Vivekananda (1989) argues, bondage
remains in the presence of emotion, be it anger, fear, joy, or anxiety. Any
disturbances to our mind create a dependency that is, in essence, disempowerment
as we fail to control our circumstances (Page and Czuba, 1999). The higher
collective mind that gravitates in the fulfilment stage as depicted in Figure 14 of
MEN, can be scientifically understood as the neocortex, where abstract thought,
imagination, and consciousness resides. Its malleability and infinite learning abilities
distinguish it from its more primitive siblings (MacLean, 1978). Despite the
technological advancement of our modern era, there remains the inability to fully
comprehend and subdue the most powerful machine to have ever existed, our

mind. In the yogic understanding, there are four categories of dimensions, the final
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step of the mind: the chitta is the umbilical cord to the essence of creation within.
Once accessing your chitta, every dimension works for your benefit, bringing forth a
perfect state of tranquillity (Sadhguru, 2021). When in a state of distraction, we
remain further away from having real knowledge of ourselves (Vivekananda, 1989;
Radharkrishnan, 1963). As understood from a yogic perspective, the fourth
ideogram shown in Figure 14 is the AHAU, described in the Bhagavad Gita (1963) as
the ability to live in the consciousness of the spirit, thus remaining in a state of
Nirvana — bliss in an awakened state — the fullest fulfiiment stage of oneness with

universal consciousness (Arglielles, 1987).

AHAU: Solar Brain Mind of Light

MEN: Planet Brain Higher
Resonant Mind

CHICCHAMN: Reptile Brain { "
Instingt YAXIN: (=) |

- — |\

ot CENTER e
Development

| af Higher

! Being

0C: Mammalian Brain
Emotional Conceptual Mind

Figure 14 Adaptation of the inner wheel of meaning (Source: Argiielles, 1987,

p.104).

Similarly, from an Ancient Mayan perspective, The Popol Vuh which is
described as meaning ‘word’ itself, recants the tales of their gods, heroes, and past
rulers of the Quiché nation. There is a sacredness to these declarations as they act
and ground humanity with a notion of belonging. The tale of the deity twin heroes
‘Hunahpu and Xbalanque,” depicts two mischievous protagonists acting under the
instruction of the god, Heart of Sky, called Huracan (Christenson, 2003, p.70, lines:

183-189). The concept of individualism has influenced our modern visualisation of
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life. The pursuit of happiness has taken the form of an endless linear projection. As
argued by Vivekananda (1989), we strive towards never-ending goals that promise
freedom. Our re-definition of life has jarred movement, which is only present in the
rotation of life. From a pedagogical perspective, the bedrock that provides direction
and purpose is skewed, suggesting ignorance in understanding the mechanics of

being.

Furthermore, this principle gives rise to the ethical theory that you must
love, as everything that leaves will come back in full force (Vivekananda, 1989). The
descriptive accounts about the Buddha are not examples of unobtainable holiness
but are instead the opposite. They describe a man who sought to conquer truth and
experimented in this internal quest. His conduct is not a result of divine
intervention but human effort. Therefore in the absence of dogma, the Buddha’s
teaching coerces tolerance; these are the fruits born from internal changes that
take on external manifestations and allow you to ‘become’ (Radhakrishnana, 1950).
One of the stories about the Buddha as he walks by a town with his alms bowl
describes ‘self-governance’, a core theme in this review. As the Buddha walks by, a
man hurls abuse on one of his rounds. Buddha responds with a parable and says to
the man, ‘If a beggar refuses to accept the food given to him, who does the food
then belong to?’ The man responds, well the food goes back to the householder.’
Buddha breaks down the parable and explains that just like the beggar who refuses
to accept the food, he too refuses to accept abuse, and like the food, the abuse

returns back to the source as part of a karmic law (Radhakrishnana, 1950, p.13).

From an Ubuntu lens, karmic law is understood by the view of humanity as
an integral component of a sophisticated ecosystem (Msengana, 2006). The
applicability of this teaching in a modern context relates to a developed sense of
responsibility, an interconnected state that lies in stark contrast with what
psychologists identify as a ‘tendency of interpersonal victimhood,” a moral elitism,
inflexibility which separates and isolates (Kaufman, 2020). The cyclical
understanding of life awakens those that journey through as if it were
inconsequential. The wisdom from the 60 songs of Milarepa (1997), is a life manual

in verse and song; it talks about life as a journey, a fleeting one compared to the
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next. Perseverance, diligence, and hard work are among the qualities that one
needs to journey well. Milarepa tantalises the reader with straightforward

questions:

Do you yet know that your enemies are laziness and caprice?

If you understand my words, you should cast them both away.
(Khantipalo, 1997, pp.145-146).

In the simplicity of ancient wisdom lies the complexity in learning to
contemplate. Laziness and caprice are mental dispositions that cause suffering.
Formal education is emphatically an external knowledge consuming exercise that
prevents the contemplation of the inner self (Nussbaum, 1997; lllich, 1978, 1970;
Freire, 1972). From an ancient wisdom perspective Figure 15 sets the nature of
contemplation as distinct from learning. Learning is understood as an experience
that is beyond training (gaku) the mind, to reach a trained (mugaku) mind — a state
of enlightenment (Niwano, 1989; Radhakrishnana, 1950). Figure 15 characterises
contemplation as an internal appreciation of life as we experience it, from the
mechanics of our breathing to our emotions, that give meaning to phenomena. In
the mind’s emptiness, contemplation can expand into visualisation, subjecting us to

peace (Kumarajiva Kubo and Yuyama, 2007; Mahathera, 1998).
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Ancient wisdom is coloured with empowerment; the Vedic religion defines
karma from the Sanskrit, meaning ‘act’ (Pai, 2019). As we immerse in this state of
individualism, we act accordingly, deciding between right and wrong from a limited
perspective. From an African philosophical perspective, we are subhuman, unable
to comprehend humanness as we live separated from others (Zulu, 2018; Assie-
Lumumba, 2017; Msengana, 2006). Furthermore, this lack of perception is
indicative of acting without awareness. Karma is a principle of action and
consequence that spares none; “In a word, he, ‘the being,’ is responsible for his
own Samsara — not his mother or his father or brother or sister, or his friends and
acquaintances” (Horner, 1961, p.6). From an empowerment perspective, ancient
wisdom only leads to full ownership of self, dependent on introspection. There is no
room for an excuse by this logic, as we are enough, and capable of ending our
suffering. The story of Hansel and Greta is a fascinating analogy of chasing external
wealth and riches in search of joy (Peterson, 2018). Karma and Samsara sit by
mocking humans like child’s play knowing that wealth is seldom enjoyed

(Khantipalo, 1997).

From our state of consciousness habit formation emerges which develops
into tendencies (Nauriyal, Drummond and Lal, 2006). Past, present and future are
linked by karma, in this, empowerment is taking control of that karma which has
not yet manifested (Vivekananda, no date). Following on from the concepts of self-
governance the Buddha’s life resembles such a journey, his life was a series of
experiments as he moved away from coercion or compulsion (Radhakrishnana,
1950). By imparting this understanding any misconceptions of divinity are removed;
ordinary men like Gandhi (1869 — 1944) and Martin Luther King (1929 — 1968) they
too challenged the status-quo as they sought to seek the truth, carving out a path
of empowerment that created ripples across the world. Buddhist teachings are
about transformation, which draw some parallel to the teachings of Jesus: “Do not
be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewal of your mind, that
by testing you may discern what is the will of God, what is good and acceptable and
perfect” (Romans, 12:2). In taking back control of the mind the state of tranquillity,

another overarching theme tranpires: Vivekananda (1989: 12) argues that habit
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formation is the result of impressions that mark our mind, like ripples on a lake. In
line with this thinking, many of our daily impressions are based on judgements of
good and bad. These findings are interlinked and the common underpinning is self-

governance.

The virtue of discipline is a significant theme from the narrative literature
review’s abstraction process, that defines empowerment as an internal process.
This code was re-named to self-governance as there are different connotations to
discipline from a modern context. This is a crucial example of the political and legal
influences injected into contemporary society by the Abrahamic religions.
Discipline is understood as an external exercise of obedience to an authoritative
figure. The understanding of discipline from an ancient perspective teaches this
virtue as an internal governance force. The virtue of discipline is always an internal
devotion and commitment to oneself. Similarly, ancient texts point to inertia and
slackness as enemies which hold us back —and subsequently these are wellbeing
aspects that need an internal solution (Khantipalo, 1997). Similarly, the Ayurvedic
viewpoint links inertia from a food intake and preparation perspective. Thus,
further showing that everything is interconnected. Tamas, which translates to
‘inertia, dullness, sleep, darkness’ can be the effect of tamasic food that lacks
prana — life source energy, acting as a sedative and unbalancing the body’s immune
system (Loon, 2003, p.38). The Ayurvedic teaches us self-governance in terms of
our consumption and controlled portions that have the right balance between
Rajasic foods — ‘momentum, desire, action’ and tamasic foods (Loon, 2003, p.38).
Contrary to modern health approaches, the Ayurvedic does not categorise tamasic
food as either good or bad. The Ayurvedic underlines the consequences if our diet
becomes unbalanced; for example, tamasic food can help balance our internal

stability when our mind is hyper because of excess rajas, also shown in

Figure 16 (Sivan, 2013). For optimal body functioning, ancient wisdom
teaches us to eat with awareness and understand our bodies, ensuring we are
perfectly balanced Sattva. Our relationship with food has changed drastically. The

modern-day approach to food has transformed eating into a commodity and
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sensory experience. It is no longer a medicinal and spiritual component that we
interact with: eating has become habitual regardless of whether our bodies are
hungry (lyangar and Tatya, 2003). According to the yogic lifestyle, the stomach
should remain one-fourth free as an offering to Shiva, (lyangar and Tatya, 2003).
Both from an Indian and Chinese science of healing, the natural flow of energy
needs to pass through the body without a blockage from overeating. Buddhism
similarly teaches the awareness of eating, to contemplate every detail of eating

(Ven, no date).

As shown in Figure 16, health takes on a different meaning if guided by
ancient principles. Modern-day food consumption consists mainly of a tamasic diet
that includes; bread, pastries, alcohol, meat fish, microwaved food, overripe and
underripe fruits and vegetables (Sivan, 2013). From an Ayurvedic health
perspective, tamasic food brings about sluggish thinking, stagnating our state of
consciousness and illumination, bringing about mood swings, craving and irritability

(Demir et al., 2019; Pidgeon, 2016; Sivan, 2013; Vivekananda, 1989; Rao, no date).

illumination ( Sattva ) , action ( Rajas) ~™ ¥ 7~ (Tames ), What is the purpose
2, and S
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essence of perfect body . ] Tamas ! -

s for the purpose
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internalised cultures of helplessness , hopeless , ™ caused by mild enemas If

Figure 16 Word tree of inertia, showing the relationship between Tames, Rajas,
and Sattva.

The story of Indra (the god of gods) recounts how he became a pig and
wanted nothing more but to remain a pig but was set free by the other gods who
ripped his pig body open. Realising the captive state that he had been in, he began

to laugh and think that pig-life was the only life to have, forgetting godly nature.
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Similarly, our bodies can facilitate the expansion of our being, or we can forget that
our Purusha is not nature but infinite and pure (Vivekananda, 1989, Line: 18). From
an ancient perspective, there is no divide between food, seasons, spirituality, and
universal consciousness. In a similar way an ancient Mayan story tells of Lady Blood,
who is asked to gather maize for the family to prove her worth and ability and given
a great net to contain the food. The pattern of the net symbolises the regularity of
the seasons of the time, uniting the natural with the order of the universe
(Christenson, 2003, p.122). Fasting is an essential purification and regenerative
practice found throughout ancient practices. Through fasting, Buddha entered into
deep contemplation (Mahathera, 1998); similarly, Jesus fasted in the desert and
embarked on a spiritual battle, indicating the intrinsic relationship between food,
physical wellbeing and spirituality (Matthew 4:1). The Ayurvedic indicates fasting is
a time to increase inner contemplation and reduce external pleasure. From a health
perspective, fasting is a purging treatment best done in spring when the body is
naturally undergoing a purification process to eliminate accumulated Kapha — the

energy of lubrication and structure (phlegm) (Loon, 2003).

One of the core principles to self-govern is dominion over the senses.
Chinese traditional medicine carries over the relationship between Yin and Yang as
light and darkness into the physical healing and the structure of humans found in
the Nei Ching. Yang is active on the outside corresponding to the human body’s
external surface, and yin on the interior; both are present in one another and act as
respective regulators (Veith, 1949). Similarly, both Indian and Chinese traditional
medicine adopt a subdivision scheme. The Ayurveda and the three-dosha theory,
defines the three fundamental bodily bio-elements dosha as an exercise of balance:
Vata (wind), Pitta (bile), and Kapha (watery element). For example, from a
traditional Chinese perspective, there are three main subdivisions for yin and yang

(see Figure 17).
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Yang The Great Yang
The Lesser Yang

T The ‘Sunlight’
Yin | The Great Yin
__ ThelLesser Yin

The Absolute Yin

Figure 17 Subdivisions of yin and yang.

It must be noted that this compartmentalisation is in no way a division. Both
yin and yang are an amalgamation representing organs closely connected,
purporting harmony to the human body (Veith, 1949, p.16). Health and disease can
therefore be understood as emanating from the same source, and when
unbalanced causes disorder and when balanced, is regenerative (Loon, 2003; Rao,

no date).

Yoga is an ancient technology to readdress the flow of energy (lyangar and
Tatya, 2003). Modern application of yoga follows a Western categorisation
approach, as yoga is largely seen as an external activity. From a traditional
understanding there is an initiation to yoga and a structure that is necessary to
unlock yoga as an internal process. The yogic lifestyle accompanies an internal
discipline or self-governance that is not merely the mastery of the physical exercise
but the ability to control the senses, and quiet the mind. It is an inner technology
that manifests in external positions, contrary to the modern approach focused on
the external mastery forgetting the internal discipline (lyangar and Tatya, 2003).
This ancient technology establishes the importance of initiation and the respect and
care between master and student, giving a glimpse of a genuine humility to
learning. From a yogic perspective, being still, Asana, comes before being taught to
breathe (life’s breath) — Pranayama. The immobility is mental, as though divesting
energy (lyangar and Tatya, 2003). In assessing whether ancient technologies and

pedagogical approaches are relevant in modern society a randomised controlled
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trial on secondary school students, who took an 11-week yoga session found that
yoga had positive effects on students. Students reported a decline in mood, anxiety,
better control of anger and less inertia (Khalsa et al., 2012). Yoga from a health
perspective, releases our inner being from the bondage of sensation, understood as
Moksa - complete oneness (Loon, 2003). The yogi is the harmonic relationship
between sleep, wakefulness, exercise and diet (Vivekananda, 1989). From a Hindu
lens, the findings on internal technologies discusses yoga as a wisdom that connects
your being with Brahman (Vivekananda, no date). From a health perspective, Asana
—a meditative sitting state — stimulates the free flow of energy that provides health
and suppleness (lyangar and Tatya, 2003). Creating wellbeing from a yogic
understanding is a holistic endeavour. Wellbeing cannot be achieved independently
from the spiritual, mental, and physical suppleness obtained by self-governance.
The breathing retention of life force control, Kevala Kumbhaka, is the most
advanced breathing exercise Pranayama achievable, where you spontaneously
control energy. The internal workings of this exercise are to achieve

thoughtlessness, Unmani, and enter a state of contemplation, Samadh.

The Contemporary international health and development agencies’
understanding of wellbeing is subject to quantifying morbidity rates that serve the
international community’s bureaucratic purpose. This quantitative approach to
measuring wellbeing is removed from the local anthropological sources that hold
rich qualitative data of markers beyond mortality that make up wellbeing
(Kleinman, 2006). From an ancient wisdom perspective, there is no distinction
between mental health and physical health. On the other hand, to have an
International Mental Health Day indicates a compartmentalised approach to
wellbeing. Morality can be understood as a concept deeply rooted in love and or
one of duty “One should not behave towards others in a way which is disagreeable
to oneself” (Radhakrishnana, 1950, p.103). The ancient philosophies that are
examined in this narrative literature review oscillate towards the grounding of care.
The essence of Buddhism draws striking parallels to Ubuntu: these philosophies
transcend the altruistic and are expressions of your inner-makeup (Ngomane, 2019;

Zulu, 2018; Msengana, 2006). Christianity also speaks of the virtue of care, sacrifice,
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and love, with the famous verse: ‘Love they neighbour as thy self’ (Matthew 22:39).
However, there remains a distinction between the Abrahamic religions and those of
greater antiquity. Time is an essential factor that allows humans to incorporate
teachings into deep ontologies and epistemologies (Vivekananda, 1989). From a
Christian perspective, the virtue of love has been equally interpreted alongside
punishment by applying an external morality, giving people a sense of moral
superiority (Gandhi, 2001). The natural evolution of ancient virtues has led to an
innate sense of sacrifice or deeds to people and gods (Pai, 2019; Rao, no date). In
this, non-violence stems from these virtues of love and compassion, and it is a
rebellion from love and empowerment laced with self-governance and control

(Gandhi, 2001).

Keeping an equilibrium and internal balance is a dominant theme
throughout the findings of the narrative literature review. For clarity’s sake, there is
a profound understanding of mental wellbeing. As an example, disease is defined
according to unhappiness (Loon, 2003). Unhappiness is the manifestation of
disequilibrium of the seven Dhatus — the seven primary bodily tissues (Loon, 2003).
Figure 18 shows the cyclicality of life as a component of balance present in ancient
healing practices. From a modern lens, Figure 18 is a diagram of health’s
physiological aspects, but as taught by the Ayurveda, the physical represents the
mind’s state and the mind of the spirit (Loon, 2003, p.13). Similarly, the traditional
Chinese medicine of acupuncture is grounded in the interconnectedness of the
human body. In the Chinese theory of angiology there is a fixed relationship
between the organs. The needles used in ancient acupuncture were made from
different metals bringing into the mix the significance of the elements (Veith, 1949).
From the Yin-Yang point of view, the different elements were charged with the two
different energies depending on the ailment to bring equilibrium (Veith, 1949,
p.65). Figure 18 shows a similarity between these two ancient medicines with a
universal understanding of the body and the elements equally represented by the

three doshas.

The purpose of balance is to reach suppleness; this same suppleness of the

mind is achieved through meditation and obtaining samadhi — a blissful oneness
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(Kumarajiva, Kubo and Yuyama, 2007; Nauriyal, Drummond and Lal, 2006;
Khantipalo, 1997; Radharkrishnan, 1963). The narrative literature reviews’ findings
position happiness, health, balance, freedom, self-governance as internal qualities,
which lies at odds with modern perceptions that seek external technologies and
methods to achieve these states momentarily. Modern science is enquiring more
into the effects of internal technologies and wellbeing, for example, studies of the
brain on participants who enter prayer and meditation show that the brain’s
prefrontal regions are activated. The superior parietal lobes and temporoparietal
junction quieten, sedating the visual auditory and somatosensory systems (Jeste
and Lee, 2019). This serenity which is experienced through prayer and meditation is
also prominent throughout the ancient Maya literature. Meditation seizes suffering,
which is only internal (The Yoga Sutras of Pantanjali, no date). Meditation as a
technology becomes more advanced the more it is practiced: from a self-
governance perspective, meditation allows one to develop greater self-control over
feelings and emotions (Vivekananda, no date). Similarly, the Buddha’s teachings on
meditation compare it to a Lotus. Lotuses lie on, above and below the water;
likewise, our ability to meditate sits at different levels, and it needs an
individualised approach (Mahathera, 1998). There is no definition of ‘soul’ from a
biomedical lens, which is a limitation when analysing the literature around
meditation and mindfulness. Research has shown evidence from brain scans
highlighting that when people enter a meditative state, the pineal area activates:
“the pineal gland could be the seat of ‘spirituality’”, 2007). Meditation and

mindfulness are all branches from the learning of contemplation:

Right mindfulness is to look on the body and the spirit in such a way
as to remain self — and mindful, overcoming both hankering, and
dejection. It is self-mastery by means of self-knowledge which
allows nothing to be done mechanically or heedlessly. It is to see
things under the aspect of eternity (Radhakrishnana, 1950, p.21).

Being present and aware are a cornerstone of ancient wisdom. We have
witnessed a resurgence in meditation and mindfulness going mainstream (Purser,

2019). Even though the health benefits are being felt, there is a large disconnect
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from these technologies' real purposes and the modern interpretation. Capitalism
and colonialism to a degree make up the modern-day backdrop. The extraction of
self-governance, love, introspection and the virtue of non-attachment leave the
modern experience of meditation and mindfulness to its bare minimum
(Radhakrishnana, 1950, p.65). From an ancient perspective, pain and suffering are
not bad; they are necessary. This is at odds with modern relations of suffering, but
through mindfulness our prana — life force, connects to a higher consciousness as

shown in Figure 18 (Ven, no date).

Plasma < », - Reproductive fluid

Blood < » Bone Marrow
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Muscle < = ‘bone

Vatta

Figure 18 Adaptation of the seven Dhatus (Source: Lad, 2020).

Vivekananda (1989) argues that the balance from a societal perspective was
re-designed by Christianity, whose believers hung onto the idea of emancipation
through equality for all. This interpretation of freedom through the lens of equality
constrains the ancient teachings of empowerment. The natural equilibrium of chaos
and order that cultivates creativity becomes lost to an impossible battle that

sacrifices empowerment for uniformity. It could therefore be argued that the right
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to equality is misleading, disrupting the balance between human struggle and
flourishing. The permeability of the mind is what fuels the continuous thinking,
causing disturbance and imbalance. Quietening the mind sits at the core of ancient
Indian wisdom (Ven, no date; Vivekananda, no date). To conclude, the current
velocity of our thinking and constant mental activity is like the mental disruption of
thought and language described in the biblical story of the tower of Babel (Genesis

11:1-9).
5.9 Part 2: Pedagogy

The pedagogy of ancient wisdom asserts that knowledge is power
(Vivekananda, 1989). The deviation between ancient pedagogy and contemporary
approaches lies in the restrictive nature that binds learning to the senses
(Vivekananda, no date). For example, the Buddha was able to identify his disciple’s
interests and carve a pedagogy that would revolve around these interests,
stimulating critical thinking and the pursuit to discover truth through experience
(Mahathera, 1998). The Buddha created a methodological pathway which his
disciples became empowered through education. Figure 19 is an adaptation of the
core pedagogical methods used to guide his disciples into a state of empowerment.
Throughout the learning cycle, the methods adopted correspond to the individual’s
maturity and ability to conceptualise and think critically. Learning takes a cyclical
form, which supports the notion of lifelong learning (Cummins and Kunkel, 2015).
One of the threads throughout the Buddhist teaching method is the permanence of
introspection, self-awareness and liberation from suffering (Mahathera, 1998).
From a Buddhist perspective, equanimity — suppleness, is the ability to withstand
conflict and challenges and maintain balance. Implementing mental wellbeing as a
pedagogy builds endurance against suffering. This battle to end suffering from an
external perspective has no end. Vivekananda (1989) argues that we can neither
add happiness nor suffering to the world as the sum total of the energies are in

complete states; taking us back to the Yin-Yang concept of chaos and order.

Figure 19 further references the teaching of the three states of existence;

dukkha, annicca, annotta — before one has mastered suffering — craving,
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impermanence, and non-attachment (Mahathera, 1998; Vivekananda, 1989). In a
similar manner the African indigenous peoples mostly transmitted knowledge orally
from one generation to another, learning about Ubuntu through self-discovery and
direct experience within local communities (Khomba, 2011). In modern learning,
education is being transmitted through a reductive approach, focusing on

intellectual accumulation leaving behind the purpose of being (lllich, 1978).
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Figure 19 An adaptation of Buddhist methodological pathway of pedagogical

approaches that empower (Mahathera, 1998).

The pedagogical approach of ancient wisdom is two-fold; to action and to
absorb. Therefore, ancient learning is motion — a living and breathing exercise of
being (M, 2012). Education has become the pursuit of knowledge whilst leaving
behind the motion of learning. The coping mechanisms from ancient wisdom such
as introspection, self-governance, suppleness, meditation, and mindfulness are not
being incorporated into mainstream education, signalling a missed opportunity to
harness these wisdoms (Ryser, 2012). The ancient approach to pedagogy centres on
knowing how to be human, which is an entirely internal process captured in an

ancient Mayan tale of ‘One Batz and One Chouen’ who were sages turned into
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monkeys by their half-brother. The brothers had tremendous talent and could play
the flute, sing, and write, but despite all this, their hearts were full of envy. This
ancient tale describes a state of ignorance — the brothers had lost their purpose and
with that had forgotten Heart of Sky — resembling the wooden people’s
descendants (Christenson, 2003, p.126). Similarly, the moral of the story describes

talent as an empty pursuit without a greater (Gade, 2012).

The Hindu philosophical text Bhagavad Gita emphasises the unity of life
with spirit. Enlightenment cannot be reached with intellect or philosophy; these are
complementary tools (Radharkrishnan, 1963, p.75). The accumulation of
knowledge, as discussed above, is without motion as it lacks action. It is not
transformative on its own, needing to be accompanied by wisdom. Wisdom,
therefore, becomes and is manifested in the person. “Wisdom is personified as a
being whose body is knowledge and whose heart is love” (Radharkrishnan, 1963,
p.75). In this, the findings show that wisdom was also an operational aspect of
political, social, cultural, and economic structures of ancient societies. For example,
indigenous cultures have a reverence for their elders (Christenson, 2003). Research
shows a correlation between wellbeing and old age through emotional stability,
self-directedness and self-transcendence (Jeste and Lee, 2019). Self-realisation from
a Buddhist lens is the ability to free yourself. The Buddha himself reached a state of
self-reliance (salvation), which can be interpreted as the optimum form of
empowerment (Mahathera, 1998; Radhakrishnana, 1950). This is comparable to the
ability to reach independent thought, achieved through self-seeking truth (Gandhi,
2001; Radharkrishnan, 1963). Contemporary education follows a very different
formation. It is a pedagogy that preaches dependency on teachers, structure and
accreditation (lllich, 1970). From a Buddhist perspective to depend on others for

salvation or freedom is bondage (Mahathera, 1998).

Do not go upon what has been acquired by repeated hearing; nor
upon tradition; nor upon rumour; nor upon what is in a scripture;
NOr upon surmise; NOr Upon an axiom; nor upon specious reasoning;
nor upon a bias towards a notion that has been pondered over; nor
upon another’s seeming ability; nor upon the consideration, The
monk is our teacher.” Kalamas, when you yourselves know: ‘These
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things are good; these things are not blameable; these things are
praised by the wise; undertaken and observed (Thera, 1981).

The quote from the Kalamas Sutra above reaffirms the process of
empowerment through education, which is one of self-discovery and critical
thinking. Furthermore, Vivekananda (1989) argues that our state of consciousness
determines the unveiling of knowledge that comes to humans. From this
perspective, knowledge is inherently internal, and it is through self-knowledge that

one embarks on a journey of discovery.

5.10 Part 3: Empowerment

Freedom and liberation are a continuous theme throughout the ancient
texts reviewed, contrary to the notions of divinity and spirituality. To free oneself
from the sufferings of Samsara begins with a determination (Khantipalo, 1997). The
battles depicted in the Bhagavad Gita are internal conflicts. These battles are
necessary and part of the learning process. The ancient texts do not condemn the

ego (lower) self: it is essential and a helper to master internal control.

Furthermore, conquering the (lower) self by the (higher) self is done in love
for the sake of liberation (Radharkrishnan, 1963). From a pedagogical perspective,
the Buddhist teaching methodology shapes the relationship between education and
empowerment. Encouraging critical thinking through question and discussion veers
towards a flexible learning approach (Radhakrishnana, 1950). Empowerment is
found in the absence of rigidity. This is supported by the previous findings regarding

health and wellbeing that discuss the motion of balance between life’s cyclicality.

In the state of empowerment, knowledge becomes useful and works for the
motion of freedom (Rao, no date). Similarly, the Ubuntu philosophy supports the
notion of oneness (Khomba, 2011) — freedom is not the destruction of the senses
(lower-self) but rather the unity and oneness of the senses in accord with your
being (Rao, no date). Here is one of the oldest lessons from all the ancient texts that

warn of the impermanence of life’s enjoyments (Vivekananda, no date). Control,
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which is depicted as bondage, enslaves the mind, confusing one’s true nature with

experience.

When one is confused about who they are, they cannot distinguish
themselves from anger or any other emotion (Vivekananda, 1989) — drawing the
discussion back into technologies such as yoga, meditation, and mindfulness, which
are all introspective methods (lyangar and Tatya, 2003). Vivekananda (1989) argues
that those who master the chitta — (cessation of all mental activity) and retain only
the unmanifested impressions, are not to be confused with the ignorant (untrained)
who make their minds vacant, only filling it with tamas — inactivity and dullness.
Empowerment begins to take on new characteristics; it is an internal motion of
transformation. According to Patanjali’s Yoga Sutras, the relationship between
empowerment and education follows a seven-stage process that begins with self-
knowledge, prompting a cessation of suffering. The yogic understanding of
empowerment from this transient base level is remaining in a state of ‘good
tendency,” and from an ancient perspective, being dependent on an external state
is not liberation. In presenting empowerment as an external process, caveats are
put in place to people’s empowerment that lie beyond their control. This chapter
argues that in this modern interpretation of empowerment there is an absence of
absolute freedom; as Vivekananda (1989) argues, bondage can also be found in

gold chains.

The essence of the 60 songs of Milarepa is the teachings to liberation; “He
who has no attachment whatsoever towards the mind and body, and who does not
grieve for what he has not, — he indeed, is called a bhikku” (Khantipalo, 1997, p.12).
Non-attachment is the embodiment of self-governance (Radhakrishnana, 1950).
The ancient wisdom of the Gita calls the state of stable intelligence when the mind
has been controlled, and desire is no more (Radharkrishnan, 1963; Rao, no date).
The philosophy of Ubuntu is also intertwined with the virtue of non-attachment.
Being human through others requires a total sense or rendition of the ego
(Khomba, 2011). The Buddhist teaching of non-attachment discusses renunciation
as an act of full awareness. A renunciation is a ritualistic act, and one cannot

renounce wealth when one is poor. That is why the story of the Buddha as a prince
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embodies non-attachment (Mahathera, 1998). One may also draw parallels to the
story of Jesus, who left the heavens to become man and die for humanity’s sins

(John, 6:38).

Happiness experienced through the senses is also part of the enslaved
landscape (Vivekananda, 1989; Radhakrishnana, 1950). The ancient texts refer to
true happiness as a permanent state beyond the senses, referred to as nirvana or
samadhi, in Hinduism, and Buddhism: it is a state of perfection (Nauriyal,
Drummond, and Lal, 2006; Radharkrishnan, 1963; The Yoga Sutras of Patanjali’s, no

date).

Happiness is the universal aim of life. Only it is of different kinds
according to the mode which dominate our nature. If the tamas
predominates in us, we are satisfied with violence and inertia,
blindness, and error. If rajas prevails, wealth and power, pride, and
glory give us happiness. True happiness of human beings lies not in
the possession of outward things but in the fulfilment of the higher
mind and spirit, in the development of what is most inward in us. It
may mean pain and restraint... (Radharkrishnan, 1963, p.363)

Throughout the narrative literature review, the disempowerment theme
runs parallel to empowerment. Categorised in acts that enslave and actions that
liberate. “The people of the world, with burning desires, and craving, distracted by
affairs, become the slaves of the Earth” (Khantipalo, 1997, p.17). The ancient
Mayan teachings embrace the same principle of material wealth and discuss the
glory of man transcending ‘gold and silver’ as symbols of prestige (Christenson,
2003, p.85). The ancient Mayan tales of ‘One Batz and One Chouen’ draw similar
notions of a dehumanised state as these brothers were turned into animals,
symbolising the loss of humanity due to the dictates of the heart (Christenson,
2003). Again, this same wisdom runs through different ancient philosophies like
Ubuntu that does and not grant humanity for being human, but one becomes

human through a shared humanity (Khomba, 2011).

Daoist teaching conveys the relationship between desire and outward vision
and insight with the unclouding of craving (Tzu, 1995). From a Buddhist perspective,

when there is no internal happiness, work becomes self-punishment, and it
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becomes yet another chain that subjugates the person who looks for external
gratification in the absence of bliss (Khantipalo, 1997). The balanced relationship
between work and happiness lies in work that is not centred on reward
(Radharkrishnan, 1963). The external lens that dictates how ‘good work’ and
progress is valued is dependent on external attachment, material wealth, and
status. From a health perspective, this would suggest that there is an imbalanced
relationship between work and wellbeing. Good work ought to come from an

internal want and satisfaction regardless of external praise (Vivekananda, 1989).

The theme of individualism takes the findings and discussion of the narrative
literature review back into full circle with the natural cyclicality of life and oneness.
In this, individualism is the rupture of organic belonging. The idea of the self-made
person from an ancient lens is selfishness, and contrary to the principles of oneness
that are observed in natures natural cycles. Individualism is a separate to being
alone in a meditative state. Individualism from an Ubuntu perspective is rendering
one’s humanness (Gade, 2012). This chapter presents these philosophical principles
that together weave a narrative of the meaning of human existence, and in this is
death; the enjoyment of death is tampered with because one’s nature has
intermingled with external attachment. From an ancient lens, death is just as much
a part of life, the ancient texts accept death as necessary and with joy, this seizes to
be the case when attachment makes its way into our lives, and we cling to what is
ours with possessiveness unwilling to let go. The creation of humans from an
ancient Mayan lens talks of the making of human flesh from Earth and mud, thus
inferring the cyclical nature of life as we render our flesh back to the Earth
(Christenson, 2003). When critically analysing ancient wisdom and modern-day
knowledge, it compares with the story of creation by the ancient Mayan god’s
Framer and Shaper. In their trials and errors whilst attempting for the perfect being,
who would worship them and multiply and be filled with knowledge, they made
some that would crumble, lacked understanding, and could not speak before their
creators. Similarly, the inability to understand one’s purpose and place draws
parallels to these beings who were unable to flourish (Christenson, 2003, p.72-74),

And, although these are ancient tales they are still relevant, the Western ideal of
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every person for himself and the self-made person lack love and compassion
(Ngomane, 2019; Msengana, 2006; Vivekananda, 1989). The abyss that

individualism leads to is described in Daoism as an unfillable void (Tzu, 1995).

The Buddhist definition of ignorance is the lack of intuitive insight and
morality; being ignorant is a result of choices that remove us from our true nature
(Radhakrishnana, 1950). Contrary to the modern perspective, ignorance has
nothing to do with a lack of worldly knowledge. In this sense, equality is not subject
to education as we are equal through a shared humanity irrespective of external
influences and circumstances (Vivekananda, 1989). Humility steps forward as a
signal of wisdom that from a Western lens may be deemed as lacking in self-
confidence. When examining the ancient wisdom that promotes health and
wellbeing, there is no segment specifically focused on health and wellbeing. Rather,
it is all about health and wellbeing in some way or other. From a mental health
aspect, spirituality and rituals bring connectedness, unity, love and compassion
(Khomba, 2011). Real health is the manifestation of what is happening on the inside
regarding balance and harmony (Sivan, 2013; Loon, 2003; Veith, 1949).

The second aiding research question on connecting concepts to pedagogy,
health and empowerment are balance, empowerment, and pedagogy. The findings
have been characterised as such to represent the connecting thread throughout
ancient wisdom. Being in balance is essential to the ancient definition of health.
This theme runs through the practical aspect of Haya Yoga Pradipika of
Svatmarama to The Yellow Emperor's Classic of Internal Medicine and the
Ayurveda; resulting in suppleness of mind and body (lyangar and Tatya, 2003). As

discussed, empowerment and education run hand in hand.

The third research question is on ancient technologies that facilitate
empowerment; yoga, meditation, mindfulness, and contemplation, which are
facilitators of empowerment. These are technologies that activate the physiological
and psychological mechanics of the human. Furthermore, we are all equipped with
the necessary devices to access these technologies. It is through self-governance,
which is, in essence empowerment, and changing habits from a place of awareness,

that we can begin to activate and balance the three doshas (Sivan, 2013).

207



The final research question on what empowerment is from an ancient
philosophical and spiritual perspective is liberation from bondage. Slavery is a
pivotal theme throughout the ancient texts examined in this narrative literature
review. Any control from an external source is disempowerment. The complete
understanding of your true nature is what sets you free and brings forth unity with
a higher consciousness (Sayadaw, 1991). Through this understanding comes self-

governance: nothing controls you any longer, but you are master of yourself.

5.11 Conclusion

There is an underlying principle of individualism that cuts through how we
understand education and segregate learning into categories of formal, non-formal,
and informal (lllich, 1970). Similarly, health knowledge has been pulled away from
the community and institutionalised, restricting local access to medicinal rituals and
traditions (Ferreira and Lang, 2005). The distinction between ancient and modern
draws out two main conclusions regarding humanity, and the unravelling of actions
that emanate from beings who are connected and beings who are disconnected
(Veith, 1949). The root that connects Hinduism, Buddhism, Daoism, and ancient
Mayan philosophy is the facilitation of empowerment. The overarching research
guestion of the narrative literature review is whether ancient pedagogical
approaches facilitate empowerment. Unlike the scoping reviews’ research answer
that followed the examination of contemporary pedagogical approaches and
empowerment and concluded in yes and no, there is a conclusive answer of yes
regarding ancient pedagogy and empowerment. The findings have shown that all
ancient pedagogical approaches lead to a path of freedom and liberation and are

necessary and relevant for modern society (Vivekananda, 1989).

The philosophical teaching differs from intellectual suppositions because
they involve motion, requiring a change of habits. Ancient pedagogical approaches
can therefore be described as a facilitator to empowerment. They stimulate
introspection and self-knowledge; love and compassion surge when one identifies
with its true nature, bringing harmony, suppleness and balance (Khantipalo, 1997).

There is an envelope of gratitude at being alive. The teachings of dharma are
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metaphorically referred to as living teachings within, prompting meaning and
gratitude to the human body as a rare gift (Khantipalo, 1997, p.21). The pedagogy
of introspection empowers its learners as external dependency becomes obsolete.
The pedagogy of introspection is also charged with discomfort, bringing a time of
darkness before realisation and aloneness. These are characteristics of movement
and transformation (Radharkrishnan, 1963). The difference is that ancient wisdom
prepares the learner in the suppleness of the mind, body, and spirit. Contemporary
inequality has increased because of disproportionate access to resources, material

wealth, education, and accreditation.

From all perspectives, ancient wisdom makes an essential bedrock to reach
the optimum levels of wellbeing, happiness, and serenity. The anxiety that comes
from life, its challenges, and sufferings are necessary, and make part of the
landscape. The Daoist wisdom discusses this as yin and yang and finding the perfect
balance between both is where elevated consciousness surfaces (Tzu, 1995). It is
therefore futile to focus on ending external suffering as there will always be an
imbalance. Instead, the focus should be on ending internal suffering born from
reaction and craving. The dehumanisation from both the oppressor and the
oppressed needs to be identified in pedagogy (Freire, 1972). Furthermore, the
findings from this narrative literature review show that one person cannot
empower another; this applies to institutions, religions, or dogma. Colonialism
expressed by the expansion of capitalism is founded on the idea of saviourism,
deeply rooted in the interpretation of Christianity. Vivekananda (1989) argues that
giving charity to someone else does not exist, as to help others only benefits the
helper. There is no superiority; there is only the opportunity for individual

empowerment.

From an ancient perspective on modern-day life, we know very little, and
with this comes a great sense of humility. The Global South has an immeasurable
abundance of wisdom that can be fused with modern advancements and
technological development. Western society’s problems and the Western ideals of
life, which stem from individualism, and external attachment, can be brought back

to correction through ancient wisdom and traditional knowledge. The birthplace of
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these ancient epistemologies originates from the healing practices and rituals of
communities that are perpetually overlooked and undervalued by the colonial and

Western standards of progress (Ryser, 2012).
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6 Findings and Analysis: Autoethnographic Reflections of

the Journey Seeking Empowerment

Perro viejo ladra echado — old dogs bark lying down.

(Colombian Parable)

6.1 Introduction

The significance of this old Colombian parable is the wisdom that comes
from age; young dogs bark incessantly at any sign of commotion, older dogs
through experience learn to recognise danger and act wisely. Similarly, as the
reader disentangles the many narratives of this autoethnographic account the
wisdom acquired through age from my grandmother and mother are reflected in
their ability to manage their external world. My journey to empowerment is a
continuous reflective experience interwoven with everyday life. As | explore the
knowledge of the self, the memories of the past become revived, ceasing to
become static images. The process of reflection merges time into one, working the
past works into the now, which paves the way to becoming (Peterson, 2018). The
chitta —the memory that is selective in what it remembers and forgets — influences
the mind and the intellect (Pai, 2019, p.285). Vivekandanda (1989) describes the
mind through the simile of a lake. The chitta being the lake, experiences ripples and
disturbances to its waters, which obscure the ability to see to the bottom, where

lies our True Self.

As | reflect on where we are now as individuals and as a collective, my sense
of self becomes the amalgamation of the women born before me. The
vulnerabilities and challenges that have left impressions on my grandmother and on
my mother are a part of understanding 'Who am |, really?’ Oneness and the
interconnectedness with others is the thread of Ubuntu that weaves through a
greater understanding of humanity and its need for others to become human

(Ngomane, 2019; Khomba, 2011).
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There is a great deal of spirituality that is interwoven in the life stories of my
abuela (grandmother) and my mother. Throughout my abuela’s life, there was a
burning conviction that she would leave Colombia. She wanted to enlist in the girls’
basketball team because there was an opportunity to travel and compete in
tournaments. She would sit and daydream, imagining faraway countries, thinking of
their strangeness, how exciting it must be to see something new. As the years rolled
on from one to the other, her conviction that she would leave Colombia never died.
She had placed hope on her third son, hoping he would be the one to ‘liberate’ the
family from the continued abuse they were all subjected to. The ability to envision
an alternative future was sparked at an early age by her informal learning. As she
matured, this vision was turned to faith. From a spiritual context, it draws parallels
with the biblical story of Abraham and the promise made to him by God that he
would one day have a son of his own. It was only when he turned 100 years old that
his wife Sarah gave birth to Isaac (Genesis 17:1-23—-27). One can only imagine the
despair as he watched the years roll by and questioned whether that dream would
ever materialise. The story of Abraham is about helplessness, faith, and patience.

Strength and courage grounds older generations, and wisdom guides them.

My mother, on the other hand, experienced a childhood of suffering and
violence: it was these struggles that made her into the Moses she needed to
become for her family to leave Colombia and their suffering behind. Being the
eldest of 11 children propelled her into action. From an empowerment perspective,
both these life experiences represent women in vulnerable settings, marginalised,
and from an uneven development context. This did not render them inactive,
helpless, or incapable: they were already empowered, and they managed to make
transformative changes to their lives through ties of unity and humaneness (Butler,
2020). As she made the lonely journey to the United Kingdom as an immigrant in
the 1980s, the only thing that she clung to was the promise she had made to me,

her brothers, and sisters and mother.

This reflection of seeking empowerment is the story of three women and

the lessons passed on from daughter to daughter.
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6.2 Autoethnographic Reflections

6.2.1 The Lush Green Landscapes of Colombia

It all started in the lush green landscapes of rural Colombia. My
grandmother’s infancy was an idyllic setting. She was born on September 22" in
1939, when the rise of the Liberals was at an all-time high from 1930 to 1946. As
the rest of the world braced themselves before the Second World War, Colombia
was but a large country house to her. She was unaware of the rising division in the
country. She grew up in 'El Valle' — Colombia. Her eyes glaze with warmness when
she recounts her childhood memories. Her upbringing was wholesome. There were
no restraints placed on her as a child. She was free to roam, explore, to pick fruit
with her brothers and sisters until their heart’s content. From a pedagogical
perspective, her infancy allowed her to understand the workings of the family as
she grew up in an environment immersed in active learning, an experience that is
largely obscured in modern society with the division of labour or explosion of
entertainment in modern child-rearing techniques. She grew up watching her
father and mother work and barter. She understood the land and its animals. There
was a continuous educational process in learning to cooperate as a much needed

member of the family (Pinsker, 2021).

From an African context, Rodney (1972), argues that the richness of informal
education lies in the example and behaviour of its elders. The relevance to informal
education within the familial and community setting is its usefulness to
preparedness for adulthood; the environment itself becomes a child’s teacher

(lllich, 1978).

From a modern lens, wholesomeness and innocence are associated as
general characteristics to a child and seen as a transient stage. The Chandogya
Upanishad — The Upanishad of the Sacred Metre, tells the story of Shvetaketu, a
young man in search of finding out the mysteries of the mind and the universe. His
father asks him to break a fig fruit; in doing so, his father asks, “What can you see?”
the son answers that he sees tiny seeds. His father asks him to cut one of the tiny

seeds in half and then asks again, “What do you see?” to which the child responds
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“Nothing.” Ancient wisdom refers to this nothingness as the completion of
everything. It is precisely that nothingness that is the atman — True Self (Pai, 2019,
p.362). The fewer impressions made on a child’s mind, the greater the child’s ability
to simply ‘be’ (Pinsker, 2021). The concepts of wholesomeness that is associated

with innocence is better understood as the person’s true nature.

Abuela’s parents had a lush farm, always buzzing with workers. She recounts
her father as a virtuous man, never cursing, or losing his temper. She grew up
guzzling warm milk straight from the cow's tit. She and her brothers would eat so
many avocados in one sitting that she once fell off a tree because she was dizzy
from gorging on the fruit. She recounts her years as endless seasons of freedom,
hanging off trees, feeding the chickens, collecting eggs, and picking fresh fruit. She
would roll around with her brothers and sisters, scraping knees, riding on horses,
and helping around the farm. Despite her experiences later, there remains a
wholeness to her, intact, unscratched. My grandmother was the eldest in her family
and the closest to her grandmother. She was doted on by her, so much so that she
gave her, her most treasured gift, a horse for one of her birthdays. Abuela
remembers how she would ride into town as they delivered their coffee beans to
sell and trade, like so many other families in Colombia who lived off the coffee
industry. During the early years of the Regeneration, the coffee export expanded
rapidly, representing 55% of the total value of Colombian exports by 1896 (Delpar,
1976). My grandmother sits contemplatively: her mannerisms tell the story of a
woman who evidently was treated gentler by life in her early years, and although
there is a firmness to her character, there is still an air of privilege. She reminds me
of those old trees that sit gently with their roots firmly planted deep in the soil, who
evoke wisdom. There is a conviction about her. She is someone who is not moved
or phased by the flutter of life. Her silent rebellious nature brews quietly and
majestically, like the deep ocean that quietly rumbles before a storm, and perhaps
the depth that comes with her is a coping mechanism she developed to withstand

the abuse she endured.

Abuela learned to read, write, and do basic mathematics by peering through

her brothers' primary school window. Her father had dismissed the idea of her
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going to school. The belief about girls’ education at that time was that they did not
need schooling. Schooling was for the men who had to seek employment outside in
a market economy. It was a waste of time, in his view. Sixty percent of the
population in Colombia were illiterate: education was an excessive privilege
(Henderson, 1985). Abuela did her best to present her case to her dad. She pleaded
with him to send her to school. Turning to his daughter he replied with
bewilderment, unable to understand why school would be attractive to her: “Para
que mija?' (For what dear?), he said. He was always calm, always gentle, never
angry, unable to imagine that his daughter’s life would be met with deprivation or
require her to seek the help of anyone besides a devoted husband, who would
provide and care for her and her children as he had always done. Even at such a
tender age, she gathered any money she could from doing jobs around the farm
and would run to the only shop in town that sold school supplies. She invested her
hard-earned coins in notebooks, pencils, and grammar books to practice her
handwriting. Now that her brothers had started school every day, once class had
settled, and children had taken their seats, she would stand outside the window
and copy what she saw on the blackboard. Education reform in Colombia in the
1940s saw one-third of school-age children attend primary school, a similar figure
to that of the 1920s, with numbers dwindling even more as only 6% of students
entered secondary school (Helg, 1993). Education in the 1940s embodied the

disparity and inequality which was being felt throughout Colombia.

The political landscape in Colombia saw the taut relationship between the
liberals and the conservatives that gave rise to five major revolutions during the
first six decades of independence (Delpar, 1976) and yet this little girl did not quite
understand the world around her. As Abuela grew older, she began to stay behind
at her mother’s request to help her with some private sewing lessons. Abuela
would sit there quietly and watch as her mother’s teacher gave her lessons, leaving
her to practice on. As soon as her teacher left the house, she would turn to her
daughter, exacerbated, and confused, as she had not been able to fully grasp the
instructions of that day’s lesson. Abuela was quick at learning by just observing,

similar to how she learned to read and right from outside her brother’s primary
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classroom window. For most of her learning experiences she was uninvited and
although she was asked to observe, the teaching was not geared towards her. Her
learning was tinged with exclusion. As soon as the lessons came to an end and the
teacher would warmly say her goodbyes closing the heavy wooden doors, her
mother would swoop over, making room for Abuela to take her place behind the
sewing machine. The hum of the sewing machine silenced all outside noise, as she
skilfully learnt to make all sorts of dresses with frills, pants for work, shirts, and
blouses with different prints and colours. She learnt dressmaking almost
immediately. Without hesitation, everything she saw being done was quickly
replicated. With dexterity, she began making clothes and taking on jobs from the

locals. Dresses, suits, school uniforms, shirts, wedding dresses all became her art.
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Figure 20 Left: My grandmother to the left as a child with her mother. Right: My great grandmother (Bertilda) in the centre and her

extended family in Rural Colombia.
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The lush green that had once been a haven began to disintegrate;
neighbours were no longer like family and all strangers were enemies. Abuela
remembers militia groups turning up at all hours of the day making their way
through their fields asking whether they supported the liberals or the
conservatives. People were being killed throughout rural Colombia. It became
tense, unbearable; they knew that they would be killed because of their land or
called out as traitors. Just before dawn broke in the early hours one morning, ahead
of the world waking up, when everything was still and dark, they packed what they
could, mounted the horse and cart, and set off to the next town in Rio Frio — Tulua
Cauca. They continued their second leg of the journey by car to Medellin,
Antioquia. A few weeks after they arrived in Medellin in 1948, the much loved
popular reformist leader, Jorge Eliécer Gaitdn, was assassinated on April 9t;
otherwise he would probably have risen to become president (Henderson, 1985).
The assassination of Gaitan ricocheted across the country. Abuela remembers the
disillusion that swept over her father and uncles. Amid so much turbulence, there
had been a shimmer of hope from his progressive reforms. His death was the flame
that engulfed Colombia in a raging civil war lasting 10 years, known as the period of
La Violencia; Santander led all other departments with 86.5 homicides per 100,000

population (Henderson, 1985, p.129).

The years rolled by and Abuela continued to sew, taking on more work as
she entered her late teens. She met Abuelo — grandfather, when she was 17 years
old. She tells the story of how they courted, exchanging glances, and flirting as they
sent notes to one another. Abuelo also grew up in rural Colombia but had an
entirely different upbringing to hers, experiencing a much more brutal childhood.
His father was a tough man. | remember as a young girl, my great grandfather —
Mateo, had a soft jaw from old age, his lips were wrinkled and turned inwards
because he was toothless. He had tight grey curls hidden underneath a hat. He
would scold me as a child because | played like a boy, shirtless, running and
shouting through the neighbourhood streets, in and out of neighbours’ houses in
sheer excitement as all the kids from el barrio — the neighbourhood — would run

and hide. Abuelo from the age of five, knew how to gather cattle. As the darkness

218



would creep in on the farmland in rural Colombia, Abuelo had to creep, heart
racing, as he imagined ghosts chasing him through the dark farmland immersed in
strange sounds. Abuelo spoke little about his childhood: we all knew it had been
difficult. He left home at 14 and managed to finish the first few years of secondary
school and join the army. Moving in and out of home, his family eventually
relocated to Medellin. It was evident that his family did not share the same warmth

and kindness that was present in Abuela’s family.
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Figure 21 Left: My maternal great grandfather (the father of my grandfather, Mateo Rojas Zapata). Right: The researcher as a three-

year-old child in Colombia.
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Still, to this day, Abuela cannot forget the image of her father kneeling by
her feet and imploring her not to marry Abuelo. Despite her father’s disapproval
she went ahead with the engagement in her childlike world, wanting to spite a few
girls in the neighbourhood. She stood defiant and disregarded his advice. It was

perhaps her first grown-up decision. She no longer felt like a child who had to obey.

Her relationship with her father speaks volumes of a father who showed
love in a humble way. He tried to get my grandmother to see that perhaps Abuelo
was not the man for her. That same arrogance that my grandmother showed that
day prevented her from seeking help and leaving Abuleo, who turned out to be her
abuser for the next 30 years. The abuse started after their honeymoon night was
over. She recalls how she froze, holding her cheek as it throbbed from a slap, her
eyes welling up. Despite the beatings becoming more severe, there was an
unspoken rule, and her parents, looking at her with compassion, would never
intervene in what was now a sacred union. On the day of Abuela’s father’s funeral,
Abuelo gave her a curious-looking ring that she still wears today. It is a thick
encrusted gold ring with a ruby, which speaks its age, with a Spanish antiquity flare

to it. The ring gently rests on her finger: she rarely takes it off.

Her early years of marriage were met with hardship. A year and a half later,
she had her firstborn, a daughter. This little girl was born with curly golden locks
and hazel eyes, nicknamed La conejita — bunny — because she struggled to keep her
slit eyes open for more than a few seconds, sleeping endlessly. When my mother
hears this story about herself as a baby, she shakes her head with sadness. She
finds it difficult to hear stories about her childhood because of the abuse and
neglect she endured. She sits upright as though waking up from a bad dream. She
finds it hard to believe her troubled childhood is over. She remarks that her eyes
were shut because she wanted to block out her surroundings. Our family gatherings
are mixed and usually end up with everyone talking about the past. Some of the
most horrifying stories are usually met with bursts of laughter. That is something
that has always astonished me, in a good way. Although there have been years of
healing through deep conversations, prayer, and through church, making peace

with the past and forgiving each other, their plight is usually dealt with humour.
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From an outsider’s perspective the stories’ funny side would not make sense, but

from an insider’s perspective they do.
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Figure 22 Left: My grandmother’s father Jose Zuluaga. Right: My grandmother shortly after marrying.
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Figure 23 My grandmother to the left when she was 15.
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Abuela was thrust into an adult life and had little understanding of what
womanhood meant. As a married woman without access to contraception and with
little say about her sexual relationship, she became pregnant every 14 months and
had 11 children and one miscarriage all by the age of 40. The contraceptive pill was
out of the question, laced with religious piety from their strict Catholic upbringing
and with Abuelo’s jealousy and machismo, family planning was not something that
a wife could engage with. An analysis conducted by the Colombian Association of
Medical Faculties into the attitudes of Colombian women in 1969 and the
contraception pill showed that women from a higher socio economic status and
levels of schooling mainly within urban areas were more likely to use fertility
control methods than women with less schooling (Baldwin and Pitt Ford, 1976). As
a woman, Abuela sat in this difficult dichotomy where urbanisation and the unrest

left by colonialism still lingered.

The relationship between alcoholism and domestic violence are complex
problems. As argued by Korn (2014), these complex societal issues can be traced to
the destabilisation brought by colonialism throughout the Americas and the
development of alcoholism among native people. The plague of male alcoholism
and its effects on women were not endemic to just the Americas. Women such as
Hima Devi, who at 50 years old mobilised public opinion in rural India in 1965
against alcoholism, did not separate the issues of alcoholism and domestic violence
with the destruction to nature by ‘maldevelopment’ and its connection to
colonialism in guise of development projects (Shiva, 1999). The arguments posed by
Leslie Korn regarding post-traumatic stress and the disruption to self-sufficient
indigenous communities in the name of civilisation also merges the relationship
between loss of traditional knowledge and health impacts through the increased
consumption of refined food arising from development pressures. Eroded principles
and rituals that formed cohesion of non-attachment are part of the constellation of
issues that erode self-sufficiency amongst the communities’ men and women in the

West Coast of Mexico (Korn, 2014).

The early mornings, when Abuela was a young wife, were always welcomed

by the women in the barrio as the men set off to work. The women would become
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alive like birds ruffling their feathers and chirping to one another. The barrio
became alive as the women connected with each other, sharing stories and
consoling one another. Everyone knew everyone’s business; they would counsel
each other, stepping in as therapists and health practitioners. They looked out for
one another. The privacy of the person or the household is alien to the generally
expressive, loud, and generous Latinos. Physical space is not sacrosanct in the same
way as in Eurocentric cultures. This sets an important departure from the
individualistic nature, which is an essential characteristic amongst Western
cultures, and creates communal bonds that form the social bonds of Latin

American, African, Middle Eastern and Asian communities (Nussbaum, 1997).

As her children sat playing and making up games with one another, Abuela
would peddle away at her sewing machine, making her way through the stacks of
dress, suits, and uniform orders. Its loud and monotonous hum soothed her as she
immersed in tasks leaving behind the chaos that enshrouded her. My mum
remembers her as a slim and elegant woman, wearing floral dresses just below the
knee, which flowed lightly with her movements throughout the day, with black and
voluminous bouncing hair just below her shoulders. My mother and grandmother
developed a relationship as lifelong friends transcending beyond a mother and
daughter relationship. As soon as my mother became old enough, she began
helping with Abuela’s heavy burden. My mum has scars running down her arms
from burns, from having stood at an early age on stools stirring large pots of soup.
She had carried out domestic chores from the age of five, looking after her siblings.
Her childhood ended abruptly when she stopped playing and became a protector
for her younger siblings. Between them, they formed a pact and looked after one
another, never telling on each other. As Abuela gave birth to more children, my
mother’s resentment grew; she was unable to understand in her early teenage
years how Abuela could just continue having more children. She would ask herself
why her mother was unable to leave him and how she could allow them to be
beaten as they were. My mother and her brothers and sisters all slept in one room,
huddled up at night, making one another giggle. When Abuela thrust, the door

open demanding silence, they froze, holding each other in love and unity.
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During the days when he was at work, they would fight like cats and dogs,
causing each other accidents by playing too rough, unsupervised, and unafraid. The
mood of the household would change when the one assigned to the task of keeping
a look out for Abuelo’s arrival would signal to the others. Between bruises and bust
lips, their tears would turn to roars of laughter as they entertained one another and

consoled each other.

Eventually, Abuelo left his job as a goods auditor at a hotel and began to
work for himself. This meant that he had more time at home. He would sit next to
Abuela as she peddled away on her sewing machine. As customers came in, he
would charge and collect the money. He was particularly good at being friendly and
acting humble. She was like the hen that lay the golden eggs. | have sat with
Mother through endless conversations as she recounts the stories of the past. She
remembers a particularly bitter December leading up to Christmas. All the 11
children and Abuela had put money away throughout the year in a hidden drawer
under lock and key. It would be the first Christmas that they were going to buy
presents for one another, but little went on in that house without Abuelo finding
out. As Christmas was approaching, they found their secret stash hammered open
and the money was gone. Instead of receiving gifts they now had to face the arrival

of a violent and drunk father who would storm in at any moment.

All the kids were enrolled in school. Abuelo was keen for them to get an
education and on those rare occasions when he was friendly and remorseful, he
would try and play with them. Unfortunately, they could not help but be fearful of
him suddenly losing his temper and this showed when they approached him. They
always referred to him with responses such as, “Yes Sir” and “No, Sir,” perhaps
partly because of his military training. My mother was constantly miserable,
carrying the family’s problems on her shoulders, and feeling the scorn of her distant
relatives and the looks of pity given by their grandmother. The children always
looked dirty, scabby, underfed, and wore black eyes or bust lips. They would
salivate as they walked past the bakers, knowing very well who in the
neighbourhood had happy homes and pretty things. She recounts the many times

she would try to ensure that the food was well cooked and the house tidy, trying to
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mask over the esthetical cracks that represented so much of the broken and violent
home they lived in. She witnessed years of rage enduring regular swollen eyes and
also witnessing her mother being kicked whilst heavily pregnant, and her five-day-
old sister being thrown against a wall because she would not stop crying.
Graduating from secondary school was an opportunity for her to leave for Bogota

and enrol in a university course. This meant freedom for the first time in her life.
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Figure 24 Left: My mother Erlinda Zapata as a small child. Right: My mother Erlinda Zapata as an older child.
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Abuelo had already started building his cockpit business during this period,
using his household of 11 as free labour. He demonstrated a level of ingenuity and
ability despite the difficult setting. With the help of a few local builders, with
building work and expansion of a café, cockpit, and bar, the business became a
family endeavour. As they laid the foundations of the buildings, placing bricks upon
bricks, they began building a small empire that would define so much of their

youth.

There remains usefulness amongst all of my aunts and uncles. They
sporadically display the most useful skills, like building extensions, pottery, sewing,
gardening, animal rearing, mechanics, and the list goes on. This raw ability to
construct and create is the self-sufficiency that permeates those who experienced
learning in a non-reductionist manner (lllich, 1978). They worked before school and
after school, without complaining. My grandfather had inherited his
entrepreneurial skills from his father. There was little that he was not able to
achieve. He had a chameleon style personality, able to quickly read a situation and
act. When it was suitable, he was the poor man with 11 children; when he was ‘el
Gallero,’ he pulled out his revolver. Everyone who was influential and in a position
of power in the district was aware of him. The word ‘astute’ depicts him through
and through, with a crass sense of humour. He always managed to have the upper
hand. He would carry two bundles of notes in his trouser pockets, one fake and the
other real. If he was ever stopped by police officers and needed to bribe anyone, he
would pull out the fake notes, drive off quickly and burst out laughing once they
were no longer in sight. He lived in a permanent state of agitation and fighting for

survival, as if he was perpetually in quicksand.

Medellin, at the time, oozed with corruption. During the late 1970s and
1980s, the energy was always electric as women walked quickly clutching their
handbags, young men lingered about on street corners, flashy cars rode by slowly
whistling at schoolgirls, whilst the elderly sat outside playing dice games. This was
during the hype of Pablo Escobar (1949 — 1993), and Medellin was his playground:
my family’s neighbourhood was one of the most dangerous in the city, with daily

drive-by shootings becoming a common scene. The recent fascination with one of
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the world’s most notorious drug lords fails to capture the local destruction that his
drug empire had on families like mine. A study on violence in Colombia found that
homicide in 1979 accounted for 4.82% of deaths in Colombia but rose steeply in the
1980s, ranking the most common cause by 1987, 11% of all deaths (Smith, 1989). If
young men were not recruited to work as sicarios (paid hitmen), they were being
gunned down. This also perpetuated the violence on young women brought about
by the culture of machismo. Extortion, kidnappings, and murders became the bread

and butter for ordinary households.

As my mum packed her bags for Bogota, all of her brothers and sisters lined
up in @ manner common to them. Abuela looked at her with heavy eyes welling up
with tears. My mum was a strong figure in the family and had from a young age
learnt to defend them. In many ways, she was also a mother to them, impatiently

teaching them to read, clearing out their hair from lice, carrying, and feeding them.
6.2.2 Bogota

My mother had never visited another city, let alone lived alone, and making
her way to the university, she felt that she could finally breathe. She loved to dance
salsa and could easily drink more than her male friends, being nicknamed ‘/a leona’
—the lioness. It was not long before she was well known and well-liked by her
colleagues. She and her friends belonged to the lower echelons of university life;
they were the ones who had not made it to study for a university degree, making
them ruckus and free. Grandmother would always send her money tightly packed in
letters. Colombians speak using sayings most of the time that impart moral lessons
—there is a particular one that is a favourite; ‘Donde no hay cazuela ahi se frita,’
meaning “Where there is no casserole, that is where you fry.” The meaning of this
popular phrase is that those who have the least, from where you expect the least
help, or those who have nothing or less than you are the ones who give the most.
This is significant because when my mother faced economic hardship, especially
after | was born, it was my grandmother who managed to scrape together money
to send to us. These unexpected givers and wells of endless bounty become your

life support. That was what my grandmother, in her non-judgemental manner,
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represented for my mother during her time away. She was always the one who

provided her children with a meal, clothes, or money.

My mother was ambitious and picky and avoided dating from her
neighbourhood because she aspired to more. There was a reluctance in her that
prevented her from accepting a destiny she had not written for herself. My father
was from the coast and had a flair about him. With an upper-class Spanish and
petulant persona, he had pretended not to notice her. Coming from a well-to-do

family, his family members were all privately educated with private healthcare.

For the first year of their relationship, my mother was loved by him, and as
they lived tucked away in this world, away from any sense of reality, they became
inseparable. She was this force he could not quite understand. My father gathered
all his money from that year’s semester, and they married. She wore a 1940s’ pastel
blue dress with a short face-net hairpiece. She walked down the aisle alone, with no
mother to kiss her forehead or bless her. She told me years later that she felt in her
heart that it would not last. Perhaps, feeling this sense of loss before a journey had
even commenced, it could only unfold into a life of emptiness. | believe that he still
cannot fully comprehend who my mother really was and everything she had
endured. Behind fierceness lay a sensitive, loyal, and loving woman. She had

envisioned a life of freedom despite the stricken poverty circumstances of her life.

They drank, danced, and laughed, as the music swirled, carrying them off on
a new life away from the mutter of gossiping voices. His mother, frantic at the
gossip that swirled around about her son marrying a girl from el barrio, had heard
that this young woman was a drunk. Her son, this perfect gentleman, studying to
become a doctor, could not possibly have fallen in love with someone like that. Oh,
but so poor, surely this was witchcraft? Little did she know that they would, in time,

create a bond so beautiful that it would last until she breathed her last breath.

Colombia’s social stratification system rates districts from 1 to 6 for
affluence. From a policy perspective, this system serves as an indicator for the
subsidisation of services, but through an anthropological lens, people carry a stigma
(Jessel, 2017). As both their worlds collided, they shared stories of their infancy. My
mother would play down the tremendous poverty she experienced and the level of
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violence that coloured every sunrise. My mother and her younger siblings had to
share school uniforms, passing an already worn uniform on to the next one, as they
entered the afternoon session. They would hurry home, wash the socks, and set
them to dry for the others. They would pull on damp socks and worn-out shoes and
attempted to blend in with the rest of the students. Sometimes it was inevitable for
them to become the laughingstock of the class as lice would crawl and make their
way down their foreheads. Fingers would point and screeching was familiar to
them. They managed to shrug it off, joining in with the laughter to keep face and
teasing one another on their way back home in that very Colombian manner. As my
parents exchanged their stories, their miseries, the infidelity of both their fathers
and the violence inflicted on their mothers, they consoled one another. Both were
certain that their marriage would not be the same, that between them things

would be different.

One of the greatest attributes to my mother is her sacrificial nature. Perhaps
you could argue that from such an early age, she learnt to give up a lot for the sake
of others. | am compelled to take a different view because you can unlearn
behaviours and naturally unfold into your natural state of being. This loving nature
of hers is her essence, like when lake waters settle, and one can peer through to
the bottom. It is her unselfish form that remains despite the disturbances of the

waters (Vivekananda, 1989).
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Figure 25 Left: My mother and father in Bogota. Right: My mother and father on their wedding day.
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My mother cut her course short and did not complete her study programme
just before her last exam. She embraced married life, and my father continued his
studies and opted to become a science teacher after failing a medical examination.
The news reached Abuelo that my mother had not finished her studies and had
instead eloped. This was received by my grandfather as defiance and a direct power
struggle between my mother and grandfather emerged. Her marriage was an act of
rebellion. Life as a married woman took an unexpected turn for my mother. My
father, eager for them to start a family, encouraged her to undergo a fertility
treatment. The news of her pregnancy was met with delight and as they both made
ends meet living humbly, love allowed them to be carried through their challenges

in a state of contentment.

Studies from over 20 years on the correlation between wealth and
happiness show consistently that once basic needs are met, for example, shelter,
and food, the increase in income does not have a lasting impact on subjective
wellbeing (happiness). Rather, income produces short-term pleasure. Subjective
wellbeing is measured through self-reporting of life satisfaction, the emotional
state of people, and their understanding of the meaning of life and how it is
correlated with a higher level of income (Ahuvia, 2008, p.6). Furthermore, a multi-
level analysis by Schyns (2000) showed that economic status accounted for only
around 5% of subjective wellbeing, leaving 95% of the variance independent of
wealth. The financial situation my parents experienced in the first years of their
relationship was potentially the most deprived of wealth. My father continued to
take on extra work by teaching in the evenings in pursuit of a more comfortable life.
This was the beginning of their drift apart. Something in him changed. He became
indifferent and with time, this indifference turned to disdain. My mother was at her
most vulnerable, left waiting for him to return as he socialised with colleagues and
students from his evening classes. The landlady who lived on the top floor of their
apartment block would scold him as he walked in late; she pitied my mum. She
would try to console her by inviting her to join her in prayer groups. As my mother’s
pregnancy advanced, so did his rejection for her, until it was evident that he was

having an affair. They no longer slept in the same bed. From being his wife, she
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became his maid. She would wake up at five in the morning to heat water up for his
baths, make his breakfast, wash, and make food. Sitting in an empty apartment, she
felt perhaps what my grandmother had experienced so many years ago, an
immense feeling of loneliness. It must have been particularly difficult for someone
with so much character to feel powerless yet again and increasingly vulnerable as
her pregnancy advanced. She begged him to let her stay. Anything would be better
than having to return to her father, not like this. As he continued his separate life
with this new flame, he simply wished to cut her off. She spent her pregnancy
feeling rejected, enduring a pregnancy filled with sorrow. She gathered a small bag

with her belongings and set off to Medellin to give birth to me.

The journey was 12 hours long on a bumpy road by coach. She clutched her
stomach tight in fear that she would have me right there and then. She made her
way home, with her head down, and with a feeling of shame burning through her
face. My grandfather ignored her muttering insults under his breath. She went into
labour a few days after arriving. Alone in a hospital bed, she gave birth to a healthy
baby girl. She had fainted just after | was born and did not get to see me. Once she
came around, and | was placed on her lap. She made quite the scandal, as she had
convinced herself that her daughter would look like her, with fair, light eyes, light
hair. If she had had a boy, he would be dark like the father. Well, | was quite the
opposite, taking after my father. She took me in her hands. | was covered in fine
black hair and brown skin. The nurses had even considered that it was possible that
there had been a switch at birth, as my mum made such a passionate plea for help!
When a nurse turned to her and asked her what the father looked like, she froze,

said nothing, and held me tight.

This was not the way she had imagined things and was now faced with the
cultural shame of being a single mother. This played into the toxic power dynamics
between her and Abuelo. She felt that in the end, her father had won. The only
thing he had ever told her throughout her whole life was that she would never
amount to anything. My father poured salt on that old wound as he took to
humiliating her, mocking her for not finishing such an insignificant course as hotel

and tourism. He blurted out in their arguments that she was nothing more than a
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poor cockroach. With every reason to feel marginalised and with a sense of
victimhood, these difficult and challenging life circumstances were the fuel that she
needed to draw determination and to envision an alternative future. The
Aristotelian concept, eudaimonia, (a complete human flourishing) (Nussbaum,
1997), does not directly translate into English but it is argued that its meaning
transcends happiness. It is an interesting concept that may describe the unrelenting
pursuit of finding happiness beyond wealth, with an unquenching desire to seek

liberation.

Becoming a mother made my mother feel a deep sense of responsibility that
drove her to seek an alternative future. My mother’s journey to Europe and her
endeavour to bring all her family out of Colombia and resettle elsewhere draws
parallels with the biblical story of Moses. There was something quite prophetic in
the story of my family. From a young age, my grandmother had always dreamt
about leaving the country, sharing the same feeling of helplessness, like their
worlds were cages. After a month of my being born, my father visited me, staying at
my grandfather’s home. This was the first time he had ever met my mother’s family
or seen where she grew up. Her cheeks burned with embarrassment as she
recognised objectively for first time her reality, her, her family, and neighbourhood
for what they were. She tried hard to cover everything up, ensuring that the food
tasted good, that the floors were clean, but it was impossible to hide the truth.
Despite her strength, she was unable to pretend that she came from a different
class. Fights would break out in the streets, with young men running for their lives

and others chasing them with machetes.

My father had never seen anything so violent. He left after a few days, and
they agreed to salvage their marriage. That first year my mother went back to
Bogota to stay with my father. Despite his attempt to patch things up, he was
caught up in his own life, paying little attention to either of us. Our presence was
more of a nuisance as he continued with his affair. He asked my mother to move to
Bucaramanga and stay with his mother. Wherever she went, she felt restless,
unable to feel fully accepted. From an emotional perspective, it was one of the

most difficult times she faced as she was left to fend for herself and unable to find
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work due to childcare demands. She sought legal advice and made a claim for
childcare. To add to the fire, my father quit his job and moved to a guerrilla held
territory to teach rural children: he did this to avoid paying childcare. There was a
particular meanness to his actions, which always managed to take her by surprise.
As she arrived in Medellin again with me in her arms, she knew that life with my
grandfather would be equally unpleasant but having her mum and family by her

was more bearable than being met with contempt from strangers.

Her brothers and sisters were all there greeting her at the door, excited that
she had come back home. | had just turned one and walked through everyone
toddling straight into the room we had stayed in when | was born, as if | was
familiar with the house. The relationship between my grandfather and mother was
tense; neither of them spoke with one another. My grandfather was feared by the
whole neighbourhood but to everyone’s surprise, my presence in the house
unlocked a tender side to him. He would be caught peering over at me when | was
sleeping and sometimes making funny faces at me. My mother had always spoken
to me as though | was able to understand her, regardless of my infancy. She would
carry me in her arms and whisper words of comfort. She would tell me to never be
afraid of Abuelo, regardless of whether he shouted; she said that he could not hurt

me.

| do not ever remember being afraid as a little girl. One of my earliest
memories is of my mother holding a large blue plastic cup and drinking water with
blood dripping down from her mouth. | remember a crowd of people around us, in
some sort of courtyard. My grandfather had punched my mother across the face
because my father had called. My mother moved in a few doors down with one of
her friends. What may strike people as unusual is that | formed an unbreakable
bond with my grandfather, adoring him. We did everything together. | remember
sitting on his lap when at the dinner table, eating from his plate, taking away the
nicer part of his meal like the avocado and plantain. | would fall asleep on his fat
belly, as it moved up and down like an accordion. He slept with a revolver under his
pillow. During the first three years of my life, my mother was met with a torrent of

bad luck and no work opportunities opened for her. The only place that took her in
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was a run-down coffee shop by a sidewalk opposite the infamous offices of Pablo

Escobar.
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Figure 26 Left: My grandmother and me as a new-born. Right: My mother holding me as a new-born.
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Figure 27 Left: My aunts and uncles in Colombia during the time when the Gallera—Cockpit was being constructed. Right: Aunts and

uncles in Colombia.
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Looking impeccable, she stood out like a sore thumb. On her first shift, a few
4x4’s parked outside the café and out came a number of men who were clearly
mafiosos by the way they were dressed. They became alarmed when they saw my
mother, thinking that something was not right. The lady who ran the shop assured
them that she could be trusted, and the men had their coffees. Just before they
left, one of them approached her and insisted on taking her home. This was a way
to corroborate her story. He was known as alias Pdjaro — one of the cartel’s hitmen
who worked closely for the cartel de Medellin. As he drove her home, he inquired
about her. He was puzzled how she had ended up working in a place like that
receiving just a few pesos. As the months unfolded, they became friends. He began
to understand her life and everything that had happened to her. She spoke
dispassionately about life, and these two very unexpected individuals connected
through a shared disillusionment in life. She was probably the first woman he had
come across who wanted nothing materially from him. My mother had no intention
to settle for a house and a man who could be killed at any moment. | faintly
remember him, as he carried me. He wore a cowboy hat and had a light brown

moustache that came down slightly past the tips of his lips. | felt fond of him.

As | was approaching three, my mother made various inquiries about
emigrating. Australia seemed like a plausible option, but she had to wait for a few
years to process her application because of me. During this time, my grandmother’s
sister-in-law was visiting from London. She had emigrated seven years ago. My
grandmother had taken in her children for a few years as she settled in the UK, and
she felt indebted to repay the favour. The agreement was that my mother would
travel to the United Kingdom and my grandmother’s sister-in-law would help her
settle in; my mother could live with her for six months. The only condition was that

| had to stay behind.

This had been the opportunity my mother was waiting for. My grandmother
reassured her that she should take the chance and that | would be well looked
after. My mother had enough for her airfare, passport, and visa application but she
was missing a few hundred dollars that she needed to show on arrival. She went to

el Pdjaro and asked him for the money. He tried to persuade her to stay. He asked
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whether she would really prefer to clean the shit of gringos than live in Medellin
with him, but he knew that no amount of wealth would change her mind. There
was nothing that Colombia could offer. Filled with disillusion, Colombia typified the
oppression she had endured throughout her whole life and leaving would be a fresh
start. My mother has always told me that leaving me behind was the hardest thing
she has ever done. | have now long forgotten how she whispered into my ear,
promising that she would send for me as soon as she could. We drove to the airport
and el Pdjaro was already there, although uninvited. He was standing by and
managed to say his final goodbyes. Perhaps in his own childlike illusion, he was
hoping that she would not leave, and that happiness would flourish, and both their
lives would become absolved from their own nightmares. My grandfather was
there, holding me. He and | were inseparable, like two children. We would play
endlessly and had our own little world. Everyone who knew my grandfather could
not quite believe how a little girl had managed to bring tenderness to an ogre of a
man. My mother recounts how she cried as she said her goodbyes. She speaks of
feeling like the anguish of leaving me behind was an out-of-body experience. As she

sat in the window seat, her tears rolled endlessly down her cheeks.

My days were filled with sunshine. | remember looking up at the sky, and
with every aeroplane that flew by, | would ask if Mum was there. Although |
acknowledged my mother’s absence, there was not a moment for me to feel alone.
| would jump in the car with Abuelo, and we would go about a busy day together.
He would take me in the morning to look at the dozens of chicks we had, the birds,
and the dogs we owned. The backyard was full of roosters, which made their

weekend debuts in the fighting ring.

Every Sunday, | would put on my favourite dress and walk into the cockpit.
The atmosphere was loud, with men and women drinking and gambling, shouting
as the cocks circled and flapped their wings, ready to fight. For me, it was home,
and by the age of three, | had developed an eye for the winner, with Abuelo
frequently putting money down on the rooster of my choice. As | walked through
the crowds, fearless, knowing most of the loyal punter, | would make them giggle as

| placed bets and cheered on in a very adult world. As | continued to win Abuelo’s
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love, | felt protected. Our relationship was like that of children. We would fight over
trivial things like him taking too large a bite of my ice cream or being the brute and
violent man that he was, although he was never like that towards me. My reaction

to all his aggressions was always the same: they never turned into fear.

One of the guard dogs we had was a black Doberman bitch, who became
pregnant. She had eaten a couple of his roosters, so the rage overcame him. |
remember he threw a large pot of boiling water on her. The dog shrieked and |
screamed at him and refused to speak to him for weeks. | became the only one in
the house who had ever managed to calm him down. Whenever he was angry, and
on the verge of beating any of my uncles or aunts, | would hold his hand and rub his
belly, telling him not to hurt them. There was an immense responsibility placed on
me as a mediator. | forgave him because | could never stay angry at him for too
long. At the end of the day, he was the only father | had ever known. He would
sound his horn playing the cucaracha melody. | would jump up from wherever | was
to go and sit in the passenger’s seat full of glee. | do not remember missing my
mother during those few years; | was enveloped in a world of nature, animals, play,

and parental love.

My mother’s experience was very different. She, on the other hand, was in a
foreign country and could not speak much English. When she arrived in London, she
was thrust into a new world as an illegal immigrant and without a moment to
reflect on everything that had happened until that point. She continued to live in
anguish, constantly thinking about my safety. She had good reason to, the Gallera
was no place to bring up a child. There had already been a couple of shootings
inside the premise as men were caught cheating whilst gambling. It is difficult to
describe the atmosphere there because it was so peculiar. It was the watering hole
for the police, the gamblers, the mafiosos. All my uncles and aunts worked at the
establishment, either cooking, bartending, guarding, charging at the door, or
collecting bets. You could find top-ranking police officers sitting next to a mafioso,
playing cards next to one another and betting on the winning rooster. The
corruption was brutal in Colombia: during that time everyone had a price. Everyone

was armed but cherished their local watering hole and were reluctant to create too
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much chaos. | remember Abuelo’s friends always sporting their heaviest gold chains

and colourful shirts.

In what must have felt like another planet compared to our lives back in
Colombia, my mother had found a job the very next day after she arrived in London
in a Greek restaurant. Her experience working at the bar during her course in
Bogota came in handy. She worked in a male-dominated environment with loud
Greek male colleagues poking fun and testing the waters. She learnt to speak Greek
faster than English. My mother, who was used to hard work, took to her job like a
duck to water. Her boss became somewhat of a father figure and sympathised with
her struggle and determination to bring me to London. Perhaps he could sense the
need in her eyes and willingness to take anything that came her way. She started
working that very same evening and stayed working there illegally for the next five
years. It took her two and a half years to send for me. The difficulty was to find
someone with British citizenship who was willing to write an invitation letter. As the
months and years rolled by, my mother met an Iranian minicab driver, and they
started dating. He agreed to help and sent the invitation letter for my grandmother

and me.

The final year before my arrival, my mother had noted a shift in my attitude;
my memory had become blurred, and | began calling Abuela Mama. | would only
stay on the phone for a few seconds to say that I loved her and quickly give the
phone back to Abuela if | was busy playing. Those phone calls cost her a small
fortune. She recalls the red telephone booths outside in Regent’s Park and a pocket
full of coins. The calls would always leave her in bits, feeling like she had made the
biggest mistake. Lighting one cigarette after another, she would gulp straight shots
of liquor to stabilise her nerves. The advice she was given by other women who had
also immigrated to the UK was to enjoy herself. She did not have to bring me over;
it would only cause her unnecessary hardship and get in the way of her making
money. There was a trend with most of the first wave of Colombian migrants in the
UK to leave their children to their mothers and provide financially for them. The
ugly truth was made bare very early on: there was nothing for my mother to hang

onto. Her only hope rested in being lucky enough to marry someone who could give
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her citizenship. Her second worst nightmare, besides something horrible happening
to anyone in Colombia, was that she would be caught as an illegal worker and sent
back. Everything that she earned was sent back to Colombia. This was before the
likes of Western Union. She would flatten the envelopes with foil paper filled with
notes, hoping the hidden notes would go undetected in her parcels. My grandfather
was set up with a steady flow of income. The first airfare was supposedly for me,
but something happened with one of her younger sisters that made getting her out

of Colombia an imperative. Each setback ate away at my mother.

Among the other illegal immigrants gathered in my mother’s small one-
bedroom north London flat that sat next-door to a shoe repair shop, were a group
of women anxiously waiting to hear whether my aunty had managed to make the
crossing and pass immigration. My aunty was barely 17 when she made her
connecting flight from Colombia to Brussels and then to London Heathrow. The
hours went by, and there was no phone call. Everyone knew something had
happened. My mother could not show herself at the airport for fear that she would
be sent back, so she stayed waiting at the house. My mother’s boyfriend at the time
made inquiries about her whereabouts at the information desk. They informed him
that she had been denied entry to the UK and sent back to Brussels. Being an
unaccompanied minor, thousands of miles away from home and knowing no one in
a foreign country was a worse fate than that of my mother’s, who at least had
someone to settle her in when she had arrived at London. The phone rang and it
was my aunty calling from Brussels. Through sobs, they gave one another courage.
Through obscure networking, a Colombian family was contacted who took my
aunty in. The plan was that she was then to stay in Brussels and help my mother
bring the rest of the family to the UK. There is something rather peculiar about
Colombians, which | have come to appreciate the older | have become. There is
always a Colombian who knows of a Colombian somewhere in the world. The first
thing that we ask when we need anyone is ‘Do you know of a butcher, hairdresser,
etc...” and it is through word of mouth that we source our services. It has very little
to do with price, location, convenience, or ratings; it is always about a person’s

recommendation. Our community system was what helped my aunty find a
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household that would keep her until she found work as a house cleaner and slowly
began to build an undocumented life for herself. My family had no grasp of the

asylum process or any government help that could offer her refuge.

Now between both, they began sending money to Colombia together. As
violence continued to erupt in Colombia, there was a greater urgency to bring
everyone over as quickly as possible. My grandfather had several near-death
experiences throughout his life. He was mistaken for one of his sons by two bandits
who stood in the garage entrance. My uncle’s back was turned, and he managed to
move as a bullet narrowly missed him. My grandfather heard the commotion,
grabbed his rifle, and fired shots from the stairs. Those situations were quickly dealt
with, and as he knew everyone, so he soon found out who they were and arranged
for them to be killed before they had a chance to come back again. | had already
turned five and was about to start school. | was feeling nervous, and curious about

how that would be. My days were unscheduled and full of play.

As we planned for my trip, | remember leaving the many toys behind that
my mother would send for from London. There were magnificent soft toy parrots
and dolls. | do not think | played much with them; they were so pretty they were
hung in the room like ornaments. | remember feeling so sad about my Abuelo, mi
gordo, ‘my fatty,’ ‘that was what | called him. We were both heartbroken to be

away from each other.

To leave Colombia, my father had to grant permission and authorise my
travel. During my years in Colombia, he had never once come to visit me or inquire
whether | was fine or in need of anything. He was a stranger to me, and | remember
feeling a strong resentment towards him. | had never been shielded from the adult
world, and | think | understood on some level that my father had left us. We made a
road trip to Bucaramanga, and that was the first time | had gone on a trip before.
We stopped by streams to take a swim and to eat, which is a common outing for
Colombian families. We arrived at my paternal grandmother’s house where my
father was living and working close by teaching in a nearby school. | remember he
came down the stairs and had shorts on. | remember feeling repulsed when | saw

him dressed so casually without a shirt and shorts. It was very hot in Bucaramanga,
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and | think | was used to my grandfather always wearing trousers and a shirt. | was
a very expressive little girl and showed my disappointment. | had created an image
of him in my infantile mind. He immediately understood my reaction, asking
whether | wanted him to change. When he came down the second time, dressed, |
remember feeling more comfortable, but equally indifferent. | remember that
throughout the whole trip | only showed warmth to my grandmother’s (Amparo’s)
dog. It was a shaggy dog that | paid more attention to than my father. | am not too
sure how long we stayed and whether it was overnight, but | played with the house

dog for hours trying to reach it from under a bed.

My father signed my papers. It was the first time he had learnt that my
mother had made it to the UK. He was in disbelief that she had been there for over
two years. Now as a mother myself, | wonder whether he felt any sense of
responsibility or remorse for his complete abandonment for me, whether it made
him feel ashamed that his daughter was in the same country without a mother or
father. Surely that would be something that any parent would want to know about?
| cannot remember feeling much for him. | held on to Abuelo firmly because he was
my father, and | had received from him an abundance of love and acceptance that
was immeasurable against anything anyone else could ever give me. Perhaps
Abuelo redeemed himself for the mistreatment of his own children and poured all
that love and affection into me. The situation with my father was awkward and
even as a five-year-old, | understood we did not have a bond. | never thought about

him or asked for him. That only came later when | was away from Abuelo and in the
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UK, when | cried for a father and the notion of being fatherless became visible in

the absence of my grandfather.

Figure 28 My grandmother and me during my time in Colombia after my mother

had travelled to the UK.

I arrived in the UK in December of 1987. | remember we were seated
towards the end of the plane, and the stewardess had given me a fun looking
package with small colouring pencils and a book. As the plane took off and we flew
deep through the night, | cupped my ears with my hands from the pain of the
pressure. Feeling nauseous, | threw up all over grandmother. It was one of the most
frightening experiences for both of us. This was not simply a life-changing trip for
me; we were both essentially ripped away from our lives and heading towards a
complete unknown. | remember short scenes when we arrived and received

crushing hugs from my mother as she suffocated me between her arms in
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uncontrollable emotion and happiness. | had never felt the cold before, and looking

up at the dark grey sky, one of my first questions was, “Where is the sun?”

| found it difficult to adjust and was homesick for over a year, missing
Abuelo. | remember when we spoke on the telephone, | could hear his voice crack,
and we would recount our adventures. He would write to me, telling me how much
he missed and loved me, and how things at home were not the same. In one of my
favourite letters from him, he wrote that | was able to tame the wildest Lion, just
like | was able to tame him. It is the confidence and trust that he imparted in me
that accompanied me through some of the challenges | faced as an illegal
immigrant. Abuela’s experience was one of liberation, of newfound freedom. She
was no longer afraid of life or of Abuelo. She was finally able to leave her small
world and understand a different system and way of life which caused an
irreversible change in her. Vivekananda (1989) tells the parable about the frog from
the well that believed the ocean could never be bigger than his well, which
astounded the ocean frog, who laughed at such nonsense. The frog from the well
called him a liar, blinded by his conviction that there could never be anything bigger
than his well. Similarly, when my mother and grandmother left Colombia, they were
confronted by their own limitations and narrow world views. The small wells they
had resided in had been convincing enough to make them think that there could
never be anything more significant beyond their experiences. The ability to break
down these wells, which we create, is a learning process that lasts a lifetime. The
expansion of their personhood, which | have had the privilege of witnessing, has
not been a single event but a gradual breaking down of continuous limitations, and
of continuous growth. The terrain of uncertainty and challenges has been the
tightrope they have learnt to walk and overcome, bringing forth a stronger
personhood. As more of my uncles and aunts arrived, the promises my mother
made were met. My mother had finally had her one wish met, and as she continued
to work and provide for her family, she began to become emboldened by her
newfound faith in God, making her own path. Abuela had to finally leave and head

back to Colombia to ensure that the remaining youngest of her children could also
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migrate. It would no longer be possible for her to return to the UK as she had

overstayed her visa.

| settled in school but found it difficult to make friends. Life in the UK was
very fast paced for a year after Abuela left. My mum had to pick me up every night
close to one in the morning and sometimes later when she finished closing up the
restaurant. We had to walk around 20 minutes to our flat and this began to take a
toll on me, with my falling asleep during class. On a few occasions during school, |
urinated accidentally, and | became introverted. Although | understood English by
then, I did not feel comfortable speaking it or interacting freely. As my mum
realised something had to change, and she could not keep leaving me at friends’
houses, she decided to leave me home alone in the evenings. | was not allowed to
turn the oven on: she set a clock on the table, and | had to put myself to bed at
seven o’clock. As she slipped me into pyjamas before her evening shifts, | would
push up the big window that had to be secured on the side with a plank of wood
and wave her goodbye until she turned the corner. We would wave for a few
seconds until she would motion for me to close the window and blow kisses to me.
This became my new routine. | never once missed bedtime or turned any of the
appliances on. | slept with the lamp on in our one-bedroom flat, and as she slipped

into bed with me, | would wrap my arms around her.

Soon after Abuela had left, my mum continued seeing her boyfriend more
frequently. We would sometimes spend the weekends in his home in Croydon. |
remember the smell of petrol and leather, which | still find nauseating until this day.
| was repulsed by him and could not help but make that abundantly clear. | would
make a point of throwing up his food in the car and protest every time we had to
spend the weekends in his home. My mother knew that | could be quite difficult if |
had not warmed to someone. | would cling to her thighs and pull her back, making
it socially awkward, and muttering that | wanted him to go. It was from the ages of
six to eight that he began to sexually abuse me. | did not know what it was, and my
mother never suspected anything of the sort. In her bid to protect me, | always
slept in between them when we stayed with him, as she did not want to be away

from me. In my own way, | tried to tell her. | would fall asleep across the bed so
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that neither of them had space in bed. Without fail, however, there was not a night
that we stayed over when he would not sexually molest me. My hate for him grew,
and so did a newfound contempt for my mother. | became increasingly hostile
towards her, blaming her for failing to protect me or failing to realise what was
happening. | began to wet the bed, suffering from nocturnal enuresis constantly,

and instead of developing, | was regressing (Anderson et al., 2014).

Unfortunately, she was not able to piece it together. | was also
unfortunately reprimanded for bedwetting. My mother was unable to associate this
behaviour with trauma. | can understand how my actions came across as naughty
or misbehaving. With so much going on and the demands placed on her, it must
have been exhausting to change bedsheets and duvets daily. Cultural displacement
is a fundamental issue that is largely side-lined. The mechanisms that are developed
in non-western cultures have a local context to them. In this, there is no blame, but
rather the uprootedness that comes with immigrating illegally exposes women and
children to harm. The pressures placed on her as an illegal immigrant and a single
mother was the breading ground of this hostile environment. My attitude towards
him did not improve despite the endless gifts he gave me or his kindness. | received
the gifts forcefully, saying thank you, and would move away and play quietly. After
six years had gone by, | remember confiding in one of my closest friends, she was
the pastor's daughter. My mother subsequently found out and her face dropped, as
it was too much for her to bear. Her first question was why | had never told her, but
looking back at that episode in my life, | believe | did, in as many ways as it was
possible. My silence has been something that has burned me incessantly, as |
engaged in introspection and revisited the abuse. In this solitude, amongst the
discomfort that lurks in your innermost chambers, a sudden light switched on, and

a wave of relief as the realisation hit me that | had always spoken up.

From an educational standpoint, little emphasis is given to learning about
the self and the importance of being alone. The Yogic teachings emphasise the
workings of existing within solitude, worship and contemplation (Rao, no date).

Whenever | said that | did not want to be taken, that was me speaking up. Through
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child regression, | acted it out, through physical rebellion and discomfort,

expressing the overwhelming trauma | experienced.

Their relationship eventually fell apart. As my mum found comfort in God
and our tiny one-bedroom apartment became the landing pad for the steady flow
of our family members’ arrival, she continued to distance herself from him.
Ultimately, she refused his marriage proposal, no longer feeling that she owed him
anything: the tight bonds of duty began to loosen. My mother stopped working at
the Greek restaurant shortly after immigration paid us an unwanted visit to our
house. What seemed to me to be giant officers knocked on our door. | stood in
between them and a few of my aunts while my smaller cousins occupied
themselves playing on the carpet. Nobody spoke any English except for me;
crouching down, they asked where my mummy was. | was, at this point, well aware
that we ran a risk of being sent back to Colombia and had to be careful not to say
anything. | felt a rush of confusion as they gently held my hand and told me that
they only wanted to help my mummy. If | told them where she worked and what
school | went to, they would make sure we remained safe. As my aunts looked at
me blankly, asking me in Spanish what they wanted, | told them everything. They
made notes on their pads and left. Someone had reported us. As my mum walked
in after her shift, everyone quickly gathered around her, frantic, and confused. She
looked at me and asked me to repeat exactly what | had told them. Her cheeks
paled as | repeated and tried to reassure her of their promise that they would help
us. It was not safe for us to stay there anymore. We packed our things, and for the
next few weeks, we sat on a bench across from our flat in case they came again. We
would stay out until quite late into the night. My mum resigned that week from the
Greek restaurant and found a job working as a housemaid. Tired of hiding, she
resigned herself to the possibility of being sent back and decided to apply for
asylum regardless of the chance of deportation. This was the first chapter of our
lives that resembled normalcy. A cloud lifted, and we started living without the

crippling fear that had dominated so much of our lives.
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6.2.3 The Emergence of a Matriarchy

Our asylum process was long and exhausting. By chance, my mum had met a
lawyer who took her appeal case. We applied on the grounds of compassion. As the
church became an integral part of our safety net, it reinforced her hope through
faith. The whole church had been in prayer the weeks leading to the decision by the
Home Office. The lawyer had received the letter of our appeal, the phone rang, and
all | remember is seeing her face light up, as she cried, and thanked her repeatedly:

we were no longer illegal.

Our church was a lively place. Standing tall behind large trees, we would
make our way across the park and into one of the rented halls. The musicians would
be setting up their instruments. The church was like an extended family to many of
its Latino members. As everybody kissed and greeted, there would be huddles of
women gathered next to the coffee area, talking enthusiastically, and sharing deep
and personal stories of everything in their world. The room hummed with its
members’ chitchat. It was a female pastor who ran the church and looking back at
our time spent with its members, it was quite a progressive church in some
respects. Being led by a female brought a breath of fresh air to my mother, who
had only known dominant men. As our family slowly began to settle into their new
lives, some arriving in Brussels, and the others in London, the dust began to settle

as everyone adjusted to their new lives.

A lot of my childhood was spent after school at the house where my mother
cleaned. | used to make up stories as | roamed their garden. On special occasions, |
would be entrusted with the most wonderful antique children’s books that they
owned. Their home captured my imagination, the dark and abstract large paintings
that hung all around their five-story house. As | moved from primary school on to
secondary school, life continued monotonously. With each of its steady beats, it
allowed us to achieve stability. During secondary school, | enthusiastically engaged
with schooling. Although | had always loved books, and for years my mother had
bought various animal encyclopaedias, | would read the odd paragraph and spend
hours looking at the pictures. Still, | could not progress, and become a disciplined

reader. My early experience with womanhood was confusing in many senses. | had
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no real grasp of what | wanted to do, and | had found little help in carving out those
interests from my formal education. | completed my GCSEs and moved onto A-

levels but equally with the same hazy grasp of any real identification of myself.

My first head-on collision in understanding some aspect of ‘Who am I’ came
when | moved away from home at 21 years old to make a new life with my first
son’s father. This was a wonderful experience in as much as it had to be a disaster.
Otherwise, | would have missed the ability to learn about my own strength and
determination to guide me to a path of empowerment. Living and working in
Brussels provided the necessary drab feeling that facilitated the envision of an
alternative future. This dissatisfaction was a necessary force for me to decide that |
wanted to go back to the UK and start a new life for my baby and me. It was
difficult to come to terms with my own immaturity and precipitous nature. | had to
also absorb the enormity of my actions of bringing a new life into the world. My
Karma — actions were incredibly selfish, which is the only outcome when one lives
on autopilot, driven by the irrationality of emotions and senses. A proverb found in
Matthew (15:14) reads: “Let them alone: they be blind leaders of the blind. And if
the blind lead the blind, both shall fall into the ditch.” The blindness came from
ignorance. | had not taken time to understand myself but had allowed life to
happen and living in a state of reaction rather than action from awareness. Whilst
everything else around me tumbled, it was an opportunity through motherhood to
seize living anaesthetised. That was the beginning of a more profound realisation in

understanding my community and past experiences.

Having been an immigrant child came with both its positive and negative
aspects. As you are thrust into a society blindfolded, few opportunities are at your
reach, as many of the doors available to us we have to open ourselves. There is a
plethora of power dynamics and as you navigate through you become aware of
where you fit into it all. For example, | learnt to speak English, read, and write solely
at school, unlike most of my peers who had English speaking parents who read to
them and engaged in a range of activities with them. | had to make the best of what
was given to me. This is not a remark on ‘fairness,” but the point that | wish to make

is that | had not understood the repercussions of my lived experiences and how
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that comes to play out. It is precisely this lack of awareness that propels you to
compete in a race without the right running shoes, and then you question why you
are unable to make it to the finishing line. This is exactly a point about
empowerment if you are propelled to run a race that you have not chosen and are
not prepared or trained for. This can also be understood as discrimination, racism,
and patriarchy. It is all power dynamics. The moment that you garner an awareness,
a critical consciousness, you realise your own power to keep yourself away from

these unnecessary races; this is exercising agency.

My return to London was a thorny endeavour, primarily because | felt
judgement from a familial and societal level. | could not help but feel that | had
walked into a similar ditch that my mother had fallen into with the difference that
she had made an extra human sacrifice for me to know better. | think that
judgement from myself and others soaked in, taking many years for me to feel
comfortable and appreciative of the privilege of creating such a strong bond with
my son. You wear the stigma as though plastered on your forehead. A young single

mother has most of her life already written out for her, or it felt that way.

The biblical story of Cain and Abel provides a good illustration of stigma.
After Cain killed his brother Abel, God marked his forehead, and wherever he went,
he was signalled out (Genesis, 4:1-15). | walked into Camden Council’s Offices for
the Homeless and became housed in a hostel while waiting for a council flat. | felt
like | had failed in life. | enrolled on an intensive A-level course, and the drive that |
found, in what was one of the lowest points of my life, was remarkable. My
engagement with education began from that point onwards. The reason why it was
education and not something else was because there was nothing else for me to
engage with; everything in modern Western society is linked to the marketplace.
Education in that sense, was my ‘go to,” for the chance to work in something that
could help sustain Daniel and me. There was a place for it that coincided with some
of the biggest life lessons that | was experiencing. Motherhood was a
transformative experience that gave me a sense of purpose beyond anything | had
ever experienced. The challenges of motherhood taught me a great deal about

perseverance and determination. The boundless love that one feels for a child
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drives you to achieve a greater sense of personhood because they deserve the best

version of you possible.

My hostel room was tiny, sitting on the top floor of a large building that
used to be an old nurses’ home (Toynbee, 2014). In the middle of one of the most
affluent neighbourhoods in London, sitting behind railings, lived some of the city's
most vulnerable families. It was common to spot the odd famous Hollywood actor
walking by, and although you shared the same pavement for that moment, the lives
belonging to the hostel were millions of miles apart from its other residents. Living
on state benefits as | studied full time and paid for childcare meant that | was left
counting the pennies at the end of the week. Sixty pounds a week after paying for
food and minimal rent meant that | could not afford a bus fare, so | decided to
order a bike from a catalogue and pay a couple of pounds towards it weekly. |
would zoom down the busy junctions of King’s Cross and make it to class, dripping

in sweat as | shuffled past the more composed students.

My thighs began to bulge from all the exercise, and it was liberating
peddling to and from class. | felt that | was doing something for myself. My studies
came to life during this intense year. This same vitality that was propelling me to
continue striving was also materialised in my learning. As | delved deep into the
different texts, | began to question and think more deeply. It was the first time | had
come across a Socratic teaching method. As | contemplated the discussions and
read through the materials that exposed power structures, Marxist and feminist
theories allowed me to analyse my own set of circumstances and position myself
with greater awareness. That was the initiation of engaging with formal education
that brought about a shift in my thinking. For one of the exams in that module, |
received 100%. As | shifted from memorising and repeating to questioning the
status quo, the work that | was producing reflected a maturing that started to
unfold within me. Although it was not necessarily significant to the outside world, it

was nevertheless happening on the inside.

Passing all of my A-levels with As and Bs felt like a door had opened that
allowed me to continue to move forwards. My mum was so happy. | would be the

first in the family to go to university and it reassured her that her efforts to venture
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from Colombia had been worth her sacrifice. As | received my letters of
unconditional offers, | decided on a career in law. Working part-time as a paralegal
gave me great insight into a completely different profession. | felt like | was 12
years old again as | clutched my bag and took in the enormity of the university
campus. | did not look any older than anyone else, but my interests, and backstory
were different from the average young student, who had fresher’s week on their
minds. My son, now three, was enrolled in the nearby nurseries, and as | watched
him walk in and play in the garden with the other children, | felt an immense sense
of gratitude at how far we were coming along as a small family of two. Motherhood
had reinforced the lessons of discipline and hard work. As a mother myself, |
revisited my mother’s life and experiences, bridging some of the differences
between us with commonalities. Every evening just after six, we would play a game
grabbing the mop and draping a thick blanket like a tent. He would climb inside our
sofa bed, and that way avoid the light disturbing him. The room was so small that
we only had one ceiling light. As soon as he was inside and dozing off, | would open
up my laptop with books piled by my side and work on my assignments diligently,
going through contract law, human rights law, property law. The modules turned
into terms and the terms into years. | was still living in my one room when |
graduated with a law Degree Honours (LLB. Hons.). My son was by now seven years

old, and our limited space became ever more challenging.

| was one of a few hundred families living in the hostel, and we attended
monthly housing meetings. Residents like me had been waiting for four years or
more and we felt great happiness to see families finally rehoused. | finally gathered
enough points to begin bidding for properties. | remember it was a cold morning,
and as | made my way to see the accommodation together with other bidders, we
walked up the steep steps of the empty flat. From that group, | had the least points,
and as my son and | held hands walking from room to room, we were quietly
hoping that the others would withdraw, leaving us as the only candidates. Gratitude
is a beautiful feeling, and in my case, it came because | was allowed to experience
some scarcity. As each person refused the flat, it was left down to an elderly man

and me. He looked at me and smiled with his eyes, asking if | wanted the

258



apartment. | could barely answer. He said it would make him happy to know that
my son and | would get the apartment. He had a good set of points to bid for other
properties. That act of kindness saved my son and me. It came when | felt like |
could not take the pressure any longer. | had started breaking down over minor
incidents: for example, sometimes the lift did not work. I lived on the top floor and
one day on my way up, one of my shopping bags tore. The fruit bounced down the
stairs with everything spilling. My young son looked at me helplessly as | struggled
to pick everything up. | slumped down on one of the stairs, face in hand, feeling like
a failure. | was at the point where something had to give. There were weekly
disturbances of domestic violence, needles left in the rubbish room and so forth.
Moving out after four long years was a significant battle won, giving both of us a

sense of accomplishment.

From a feminist lens, there is a power structure at play, and | understood it
from a lived experience as | entered the workplace. The ability to provide for myself
and my son gave me some freedoms. The limitation of associating empowerment
just from a wealth perspective and through a feminist lens limits the complexities in

the multidimensional phenomena that is empowerment (Page and Czuba, 1999).

Figure 29 My son Daniel and me in London.
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From a human capabilities perspective and the work produced by Martha
Nussbaum (2000, p.71), a central question asked by the capabilities approach is
“What is one able to do and to be?’ This diverges from “How satisfied am 1?” and
“How much in terms of resources am | able to command?” which is closely
associated with feminist theory. It was precisely this shift away from the command
of resources, which is power focused, to entering into a reflective journey that
prompted a deeper examination of digging deeper into where | was positioned and

what | wanted in terms of an existential experience.

The hamster and the wheel are powerful analogues that depict the false
perception that one is advancing at top speed. There is an endless pursuit of goal
acquisition, which one hopes can be converted into the currency of happiness
(Vivekananda, 1989). As my curiosity and drive became semi-dormant, | caved into
the pressures and demands of providing and surviving. | settled for monthly pay,
and comfortable offices where | clocked in and clocked out. There loomed a sense
of underachievement. There was a lack of caring in my profession. It was target
oriented and even though it paid the bills, | was unsatisfied. Sometimes after work,
| would ask myself “Is this it?” The feelings of discomfort, sometimes in greater or
lesser degrees, have been a common thread throughout my grandmother and
mother’s lives. They have both been able to respond and act to bring about change
to their lives. Their actions and choices have not followed a manual. In that sense,

they have been their own captains.

| had the opportunity to travel with my grandmother and mother to
Colombia again, and visit my grandfather before he died, and meet my father after
so many years. Despite the differences in our lives, the trip back home only
reinforced our common shared womanhood. It was a life-changing experience
because | asserted everything that | knew deep down. Regardless of the differences
between women, we can unite in a way that | think is particular to women. Visiting
Colombia and going back to the house that we had lived in, and the neighbourhood
brought to life the degree of empowerment. Meeting my father and entering into

honest conversations with him enabled me to understand the truth of his absence
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and the hurt his actions had caused my mother. Away from emotionalism, and

resentment, | was able to come away and value my mother so much more.

Figure 30 My grandfather and | reunited during my trip to Colombia.

An observation of the Colombian Machista culture is a tendency to accept
male irresponsibility and excuse them. What my grandmother and mother
experienced, and, to a lesser degree, my own experiences, are not novel. What |
believe to be particularly striking was their courage and determination to seek an

alternative narrative to their own stories.

Listening to my discomfort led me to enrol in further education. There has
been a direct relationship between learning about me and the usefulness of
education. For the first time through the PhD programme, education as a tool lost
its rigidity: curriculum has been replaced with research interest. One of the most
empowering aspects of pursuing a PhD has been the constant challenges that | have
faced with my own thinking and structures. The reflective process of questioning
“Who am I?” has unveiled the enormity of my ignorance and inability to identify

what is “true.”
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This truth-seeking journey had already been carried out by my grandmother
and mother before me. They did so mainly through life and its challenges. My
mother entered university at the age of 50, matured, and with a solid grasp of
understanding herself, she was able to pursue a career in herbal medicine for the
benefit of taking back control of her own health. There is, | feel, a great sense of
gratitude due for being guided and pushed to think, and to think critically. The
essence of learning and the power of education lie in mobilising the learner to enter
pools of darkness that reside deep within us. There is an unquestionable
assumption that one who is educated knows. | know very little, and this has been
the most significant finding throughout this reflective process. My ability to think
independently and seek the truth has promoted a change in me that has been
transformative. There lies precisely what | have found to be the facilitation of
empowerment through education. The spheres of empowerment are diverse and
look different in all of the women who have marked my life, particularly in my
grandmother and mother. This ‘becoming’ feels like an expansion of your

personhood and the diminishing of judgement.

Freedom and liberation lie at the heart of these stories in this
autoethnographic account. Although my grandmother’s and mother’s struggles
pertained to the physical realm, they were able to mobilise and leave because their
minds were uncolonized from a Western capitalist perspective. In my case, it is a
continued journey of mental liberation from the structures and uniformity that are
placed by formal education. It has ceased to be about education and a job to be
entirely about seeking truth. When one can peel away the veils that shroud our
mind, learning becomes a lifelong endeavour, and empowerment takes place with
the unshackling of independent thought (Vivekananda, 1989). The actions that
come forth from this liberation are only a by-product of empowerment’s

manifestations.

6.3 Findings and Analysis

This autobiography is a reflective piece that depicts the life of my

grandmother, my mother, and myself. It is written in @ manner that brings the
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reader into the complexities of our lives that are intertwined through a familial
bond but that overlap in the wider context of womanhood that penetrates society’s
political and cultural spheres. This is an evocative text using the techniques of
“showing,” through the emotions and actions that have constructed our characters
(Adams, 2006). The new perspectives that are teased out from this
autoethnographic piece are the similarities shared, irrespective of the generational
gap that divides us. Through this reflective process, a deep sense of strength and
solace is found. The challenges depicted in this piece tell the story of resistance,

courage, and empowerment.

A crucial finding is that women are empowered, regardless of their
economic standing and educational level (Ellis, Adams and Bochner, 2011). This
autobiographic account switches from first-person to second person to describe
moments that marked our lives. These three ethnographical accounts are intricately
woven through each of the three main stories flowing as one account reflecting the
continuity of womanhood from mother to daughter. The accounts offer a thick
description of the Colombian and British culture, guiding the insider and outsiders
into Colombian culture from the 1940s to the 1980s, and immigrant life in the UK
from the perspective of a child and a single mother (Caulley, 2008). In this, my
humanity is dependent upon others, and | cannot understand my learning
independently from theirs. The significance to our collective learning and journey to
empowerment cannot be captured through an analysis of statistical data but can
only be fully comprehended in search of meaning that demands an interpretive
explication. It is precisely these expressions of significance that elaborate on the

analysis of culture and depict the webs of experience we have spun (Geertz, 1973).

The cultural aspect of my learning was formed by the lack of censorship of
adult life, its challenges, and suffering. This is examined through the technique of
ethnography to distil the breadth of wisdom and lessons that would otherwise fall
beyond the remits of education with its formal definition. The historical legacies of
my mother and grandmother provoke a deep reflection of those hereditary learning
experiences that form the basis of my moral and ethical makeup. The context to the

personal reflective main research question is shaped by the critique of the formal
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mainstream education systems that govern Western societies proposed by the
philosophers Ivan lllich (1971, 1973, 1978) and Paulo Freire (1972). ‘Education’ is
therefore broadened to include the learning acquired through informal, non-
formal, and formal educational experiences that constrict or foster self-realisation.
The familial element to this autoethnographic research study is grounded upon a
non-Western approach to understanding culture and humanity (Khomba, 2011;

Christenson, 2003).
6.4 Autoethnographic Questions

1) What constitutes empowerment through education?
a) How can you describe this experience(s)?
b) How did this experience impact on your health and wellbeing?

c) What choices were made as a result of this experience that altered your
purpose in life? Had you not had this experience, do you think you would have

made different choices?

d) Was your family or close community involved or impacted by this

experience?
e) What did you learn as a result of this experience?
f) What were the teaching approaches used in these experiences?

The method of analysis for this autoethnographic research question and
sub-questions is concerned with understanding people’s experiences, views and
perceptions whilst providing the necessary flexibility to the construction of meaning
by adopting a reflective thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2008). Its advantage
lies primarily in its theoretical flexibility, which provides a framework to find
patterns and themes within a range of datasets through a rigorous process of data
familiarisation, data coding, and theme development and revision (The University
of Aukland, 2021). The coding process established four main codes; Challenges,

Oneness, Introspection and Spirituality, and 29 sub-themes:
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1) Challenges

a. Resisting
b. Freedom
c. Separation
d. Power imbalance
e. Shame
f. Bondage
g. Patriarchy
h. Fear
i. Judgement
j. Accreditation
2) Oneness
a. Useful learning
b. Informal learning
c. Joyfulness
d. Gossip
e. Useful tools
f. The power of laughter
g. Virtues
h. Love
i. Community

3) Introspection

Aspiration
Memories
Critical thinking
Nothingness
True self
Confidence
Ignorance

Fulfilment

4) Spirituality

a.

Faith
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b. Courage

c. Sacrifice

The most referenced code was Challenges. It appears throughout the
autoethnographic text, and it is woven through all three accounts as a fundamental
life experience that determines the journey of empowerment. From challenges
appears freedom and resisting as sub-themes, which uncovers a significant pattern
of meaning to empowerment. All of us experienced suffering that come with
challenges to different degrees. My mother’s life was significantly more challenging
because of her upbringing, as she did not experience childhood without violence.
Our anthropological accounts reveal the expansive webs that are spun in terms of
our experiences of struggle and how they are culturally patterned into shared
grievances (Kleinman, 1995, pp.100-119). Kleinman (1995, p.100) argues from a
medical anthropological perspective that iliness and suffering have a shared
meaning from a personal, interpersonal, and local setting. Yet suffering by
analytical models discusses the expansive nature to suffering which is not
necessarily perceived by the particular individual that can presume ones suffering
ends with them, rather a person’s suffering can have a long-lasting effect on
families and communities that precedes death and remains vivid for family
members that continue to remember the past. The discussion in terms of struggle
that embodies suffering is intricately complex but ultimately positive. These
settings of struggle or chaos experienced brought about action. These acts of
courage and resistance were the inception of freedom and liberation. Peterson
(2018) argues that the chaos in our lives needs to be confronted and turned to
order. This process of confrontation resolves two forms of misery; chaos and hell
(Peterson, 2018, p.275). Hell is more of a reflection of the consequence of action

that in Hindu science is known as karma.

The pools of darkness that ravage through our lives are not only necessary
but needed so to permit a confrontation in which we take conscious action that
leads us a step closer to understanding the “Who am | really?” From a yogic
scientific lens, there are only two kinds of sufferings: physical suffering and mental

suffering, but due to our inability to create a separation between our True Self and
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our mind, we continue to suffer (Sadhguru, 2019). The link between suffering and
empowerment exists in our lives in the fine space between these two phenomena,
an invisible force that has separated us with the entangled thought that we are

suffering.

The Hindu story of Saumya related the splitting of the tiny seed of a fig and
uncovers the power of that “nothing.” Know this: Saumya, that “nothing,” which
you cannot see, is that “nothing” from which the giant nyagrodha grows. It is
because of that “nothing” that the giant exists at all. It is that “nothing,” Saumya,
believe me, that is the self, Atman, of the world. That is the finest, most subtle
essence of everything, the soul of everything, the root of everything, the scaffolding
on which everything else stands. That is the truth. That is the real. That is yourself,

your Atman, too (Pai, 2019, p.362).

Overcoming the many struggles discussed through the autoethnographic
piece has taken us that bit closer to becoming the women we are today. There was
a strong spiritual undertone throughout the lives of my mother and grandmother.
Faith and hope have been anchors throughout all our lives. There is an extensive
literature in classical and contemporary sociology on the generally positive
relationship between faith and wellbeing. The mechanisms that create this link are
found in community, hope, meaning systems, values and virtues, and rituals (Perry,
1998). The reflective process that we have each undergone through different
mechanisms has allowed us to revisit the past and present and establish systems
that give meaning. My mother and grandmother cling firmly to religion as their
preferred mechanism whilst | have followed a less rigid interpretation of religion
and explored meaning through a range of authors and close friends. For example,
my preferred prayer is walking through nature, saying little to allow a feeling of
closeness to guide me. If one takes a bird's eye view of my mother’s life, and the
years that preceded after she had me, when her world felt like it was crashing in;
She interprets those string of events through her religious lens as necessary for her
to leave Colombia and a path that led her to encounter a meaningful relationship
with her God. In that sense, suffering has never symbolised the ultimate experience

of life. From an empowerment perspective, the resistance that my grandmother
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showed throughout her life was also her way of protecting her children and herself;
there was a sacrificial nature to her actions that embodies caregiving, which makes
sense from an insiders perspective but not necessarily from an outsider looking in

(Kleinman, 2020).

The ethnographic account of my grandmother’s life refers to freedom as an
essential characteristic of her childhood. Her relationship with nature and her
informal and non-formal education were the tools that helped her overcome the 30
years of domestic abuse she later endured. Figure 31 shows the most coded nodes,
capturing the meaning of challenges from an empowering ethnographic account. As
shown in Figure 31, the code, ‘separation,’ is the second most coded. The
ethnographic accounts discuss the challenges that arise when we lived by a state of
separation depicted by ruptures in relationships, physical distances, and my own
separation from my mother when | was left in Colombia. Those pockets of
separation similarly formed opportunities for new relationships and perspectives.
Figure 31 indicates the tools that allowed marginalised and rural women, like my
grandmother, and deprived women like my mother, and immigrant refugees like
me to overcome challenges. The codes represent values and virtues that are
intertwined in community wellbeing and forged in useful learning as a gateway to

freedom.
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Figure 31 Most coded nodes.

The ethnographic accounts discuss the exploitative nature of material gain
and power. The essential component of empowerment is based on freedom.
However, when economic progress is at the forefront of any society and the main
driver of individual conquest, one is bound by a race that is not of your choosing;
‘Excessive forms of wealth and prolonged formal employment, no matter how well
distributed, destroy the social, cultural, and environmental conditions for equal
productive freedom” (lllich, 1978). The frustrations experienced because of
economic necessity are powerful webs that we spin and continue to do so,
believing that there is no other alternative because these are life paths that we do
not choose. We are not prepared or trained to succeed and find freedom, but our
conditioning maintains a certain obedience to endure discrimination, racism, and
patriarchy. The empowerment born from these destructive cycles is the realisation
that there is a power within to keep away from these unnecessary races. Similarly,
the ruptures from forced life paths are not singular events but are numerous

experiences of awakening that rebalance our state into one of harmony fostered by
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self-realisation. The Katha Upanishad compared the body to a chariot with the True

Self as the charioteer:

Know the Supreme self as the Lord of the chariot and the body as
the chariot. Know the intellect as the charioteer and the mind as
the reins. The senses are the horses, the objects of the senses are
the paths through which they travel. The wise declare the self,
associating with the body, the senses and the mind as the enjoyer
(M, 2017, p.50).

Restraint, according to the Hindu philosophy, is understanding. Thus,
someone who dominates the mind can control the senses and reach their goal. If a
charioteer has unrestrained horses, it is impossible to reach a destination. Freedom
from the Hindu perspective is based on self-governance, which is in stark contrast

to the Westernised notion of freedom based on unrestrained action.

The thematic pattern of shame and judgement was found to be prominent
throughout all our lives and heavily geared towards the notion of womanhood. The
gendered aspect of shame and judgement has societal, political, religious, and local
roots that debilitated our social capital and self-confidence at various points in our
lives. As argued by Weber (1922), power is the exercise of one’s will over another
(Lumen Learning, no date). The ownership of one’s truth is largely shaped by
mainstream education that does not facilitate introspection (Freire, 1972). The
guestion posed by Nachiketsa in the Katha Upanishadas, is “What happens to a
person when they are free?” This is answered through a long dialogue between the
young boy and death. From a pedagogical perspective, the Upanishad is a guide
that permits the person to discover this truth, through critical questioning and
experience. The distinction between good and pleasant arises in the pursuit of
truth. Not everything good is pleasant, and not everything pleasant is good.
Positioning truth as the moral compass of life and as a pedagogical purpose, that
link back to the importance of self-reflection as a central finding in both the
literature review and the research conducted (M, 2017, pp.24—-29). Regardless of
marginalisation or rurality self-discovery is pertinent to everyone and it is not
dependent upon economic progress or development. The imposition of truth,
which is a strong characteristic of formal education, restricts humans from
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participating in the transformation of the world because of conformity as a
prerequisite to be integrated into society's logic (Freire, 1972). Resistance to
external obedience or obedience without introspection requires to break free from
dogma which in turn facilitates the power of learning through experience and the
ability to adopt lessons of morality and virtues that have been forged through this
lived experience, breaking away from shame and judgement: that is the essence of

collective empowerment through pedagogy.

From a societal perspective that includes institutions such as health,
education and formal political participation, the power of accreditation is one of
ultimate oppression for those who live on the margins of poor and rural
communities. As illegal immigrants, we understood first-hand the impotence,
discrimination, and racism endured because you are missing a valid stamp on your
passport. The imbalance of power caused by such systems left us exposed to
vulnerable settings, such as deportation, human rights violations, and sexual abuse.
It is argued that those are overdeveloped systems that no longer work to allow

people to enrich the environment with their zest (lllich, 1973).

The thematic patterns concerning empowerment are closely linked to
oneness and caregiving through community and familial bonds. This
autoethnographic account has elicited the meaning of empowerment in our lives.
From an anthropological lens, this meaning is organised by a culture into systems of
experience with emotions and values (Kleinman, 2020, p.87). In this lies the
diversity of empowerment, as this cultural system integrates meaning and
influences the way we express the body and understand what is moral and how we
foster social relationships. This is vivid in my grandmother’s early years and how
she construed social relations, which were connected to political and economic
cultural webs that affected her adult life in a very tangible and existential manner.
The omissions about sex and womanhood that took place under the pretence of
religion and notions of purity impacted her negatively when she had to make
choices about her life. In one way, she was not educated to think that as a woman,
she could decide on how many children she wanted. Her conditioning to obey, in

her case through religion had a significant impact on her health and wellbeing. The
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usefulness in her learning, both informal and non-formal, was what helped her
survive. From a health and wellbeing aspect, she was self-sufficient, and through
traditional medicine, she was able to nurse her children when they becameill.
Similarly, becoming a seamstress granted her some financial independence and
power in an extreme case of patriarchal abuse. The sewing machine as a tool under
the proposed framework by lllich (1973), who evaluates [hu]man’s relationship to
tools and whether they are convivial, allowed her to manage certain challenges and
gave her a space of creativity and expression and to explore her very many talents

as designer and entrepreneur (lllich, 1973, p.11).

The discussion on conviviality can be further amplified by adopting an
anthropological lens to evaluate the impact tools have on the family and the local
community. For my grandmother to have mustered some autonomy and power
through the sewing machine can be argued as reducing more hardship for her and
her children. It could be further argued as a tool that was the buffer between
extreme poverty and poverty, a tool that enhanced her own health and wellbeing

and perhaps prevented a series of breakdowns.

This tool also facilitated her interaction among the community of women as
she was the local seamstress. It provided a safety network to a family that was
already vulnerable. The capacity to deal with the challenges endured are formed by
intricate webs of cultural systems that integrate meaning (Kleinman, 2020). The
‘gossip’ code identified in the narrative is an example of a capacity mechanism
formed by close-knit communities. It is a powerful communication tool that largely
carries a negative connotation and is underrated as an effective communication
and information source. There is an interconnectedness with the various capacity
mechanisms that make part of the complex cultural systems, such as humour.
Humour is a fundamental tool present throughout our lives and an integral defence
mechanism that forged intimate relations between my aunts and uncles. Through
laughter, they were able to deal with pain and suffering in a way that expanded
their health and wellbeing. From a societal level, humour is also primarily used as a
defence mechanism and is a vital characteristic of the Latino culture, like music and

arts, humour is a defining element of our culture. My family continues to use
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humour as a healing mechanism for past trauma and is fundamental to the
reconciliation between my grandfather and the rest of the family. From it,
forgiveness and love have been able to emerge. The sense of individual importance:

the ego that emerges is subdued by the ability not to take yourself so seriously.

This chapter has elicited the practice of love and caregiving towards one
another as a fundamental characteristic of our familial bond. My mother would
never have been able to make that giant leap to leave Colombia, if my grandmother
and grandfather had not taken care of me, despite the grievances between them.
These patterns of love and caregiving is the fabric that holds our family together. It
is not the romantic notion of Western love, but sacrificial acts of kindness, care, and
responsibility that makeup caregiving towards one another. Caregiving continues to
play out with the same tenacity as it did when we were living in Colombia. There is
an unspoken agreement that as family members reach old age, the caregiving
continues, and our elders are to be looked after by the younger generation. Despite
Grandmother’s age, there is growing respect for her and a sense of adoration by

everyone.

From a personal perspective on the reflective process of this
autoethnographic piece, engaging in a conscious exercise with past memories, not
just of my life but from the perspective of my grandmother and my mother, evoked
strong feelings that exposed my ignorance towards their journey of empowerment.
This deliberate exercise was difficult to a degree, but ultimately it was a powerful
learning experience that helped ground this thesis and validate the notion that
women are empowered. The issue is not to empower them but to help facilitate the
right settings for this empowerment to take place. One of the strongest
breakthroughs that emerged from this autoethnographic piece was to abandon
judgement and blame towards myself. | had held myself responsible to a degree for
the abuse that | experienced because | did not speak up. By reflecting on this
difficult period of my life, | understood that | had communicated my trauma. This

was a liberating experience that brought a state of calm to my mind and memories.

Throughout my upbringing, | was always emersed in the stories of my

grandmother and mother. As a child, | was never excluded from their life
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experiences or from the adult world. We have all lived life together. The ability to
withstand challenges is not addressed in this chapter as a question of resilience,
rather, this chapter depicts the withstand of challenges as a sensitive affair where
people are not portrayed as rubber bands that after experiencing certain trauma
can bounce back into shape and appear less affected. | believe | received an honest
upbringing that did not shield me from life and its experiences (Kleinman, 2020).
This has facilitated my ability to connect with my grandmother and mother as
though we are the same woman. This sense of oneness comes from understanding
their life stories and being witness to these experiences. It has equipped me to

learn about their challenges and responses.

Prayer has been another tool that is used to cope with challenges and
express their suffering, joy and gratefulness (Jeste and Lee, 2019). Aspirations and
desires are communicated and validated through methods of prayer, and gossip to
a large extent. The spiritual elements that ground their belief systems are
subjective and they pray accordingly. Their spirituality has also morphed into a form
of sanctuary for other family members who deposit their suffering and ask for
prayer if they are ill, that has inadvertently turned into a family ritual. Aspirations
and the envisioning of the future carry with it a similar ritualistic process of prayer

and consultative process between the elder members of the family.

The various channels of open communication used in our family established
different platforms for discussion, which do not shy away from confrontation.
Although there is a sensitivity, particularly around religion, and respect, the safety
mechanisms of humour play are an essential part when discussing difficult topics.
The Bible readings and sermons of the church were an important pedagogical
experience that provoked a deeper reflection of morals and values for my family, in

particular for my mother and grandmother.

Faith has been discussed at length throughout this chapter, acting at times
like an invisible thread holding together the pieces of our lives and actions. The
exposure to ancient wisdom has enhanced my own faith and courage, in a very
different manner to religion. It has prompted a ‘letting go’ of ideas about God and

the universe, prompting a submersion to learn and seek the truth, in whatever
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shape or form that may come in (Popova, 2014). When confronted with the
narratives of my grandmother and mother, there lies a sacrificial element
underlining their response amid challenges. It is an important recurring theme that
ties together the commitment they felt as mothers, and in very different ways, both
endured hardships to protect their children and sacrificed their own comforts to

provide a better alternative for their children.

Similarly, motherhood was a powerful learning experience that encapsulates
a deep commitment of love and responsibility. It has been a palpable life lesson
that has made me reflect and adjust my perspective to benefit my child. These are
fundamental lessons of humility, sacrifice, and love that are not gender-specific but
are available to all humans, adjusting our humanity. Although the relationship
between mother and child is not reciprocal to the same degree, one becomes
aware of a mother’s sacrificial nature when you also become a mother. These are
the subtleties of empowerment that colour the lives of women from all walks of
life. Kleinman (2019, p.4) unravels the potency of caregiving as the “bedrock of our
human existence,” arguing that some people, most often women, become
caregivers by caring for babies and small children, lessons that are not particular to
one gender but are embraced often by women through motherhood and familial

bonds.

The main research question for the autoethnographic piece focuses on:
“What constitutes empowerment through education?” This is an intentionally
broad research question that facilitates the examination of the lives of my
grandmother and mother and looks beyond formal education to elicit
empowerment through learning as a cumulative and rich experience. The absence
of formal education in my grandmother’s life disproves the notion that
marginalised and rural women need empowerment from external bodies and
international actors. There exists a plethora of actions including resistance,
perseverance, risk-taking, and endurance that she has exercised freely in her own
journey of empowerment. The insidious nature of accreditation and exclusion from
formal education can be clearly shown to disempower women by branding them

‘uneducated’ (lllich, 1970). Her expertise, knowledge, and wisdom lie beyond the
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constraints of formal education. Her mastery of the sewing machine provided
tangible economic relief to her and her children which positively impacted their
health. The intricate networks with the neighbourhood women, who became her
friends and clients, were complex social structures that simultaneously provided
therapeutic care and safety measures. Empowerment through learning, as
represented in this narrative, does not have a beginning or an end. The stories of
my grandmother and mother and mine interlink in a delicate flow that represents
wisdom shared from one to another. My mother’s learning was more varied than
that of my grandmother’s as she experienced formal education and higher
education at different stages in her life. The narrative further shows that the core
values and morals that create one’s personhood are the foundation of
empowerment. Formal education facilitates further development of personhood to
a degree, but it can also constrict a person because of the accreditation element.
The experiences of empowerment through education are not strictly associated
with isolated experiences. What fuels the realisation of empowerment is the ability
to cope with diverse challenges, and the response one has towards suffering that
either crumbles your personhood or serves as an opportunity to walk in freedom
and confront the order and chaos of life (Peterson, 2018). The short-sightedness
and inability to recognise empowerment as an enigmatic continuum source of
power within women establishes a false narrative and universal standard of
empowerment. This harms the delicate social fabrics that harness learning through
experience. Contemplation is a tool that can induce the awareness of
empowerment through education. Being able to remain still in thought allows an
increased awareness of our True Self that unravels a path of freedom (Vivekananda,

1989).

My engagement with education developed reciprocally when embarking on
my PhD, despite previously having seen formal education as a means to an end. As |
elaborate further on this learning journey, some of the elements that have
contributed to the facilitation of empowerment lie in my ability to control what |
study which stimulates an intellectual curiosity and critical thinking. That is one of

the main markers that differentiates my previous education experience with the
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PhD. To learn to learn, has become one of the most important lessons and one that
is constant. The more | delve into different ancient wisdoms, and the stories of my
own family and their experiences, the larger my ocean becomes, reflecting on my
own limitations. This is a humbling experience as | acknowledge that | do not know.
| am not more than the universe, and so my suffering and challenges cannot be
seen as such. From this new perspective stems my confidence: it is no longer based
on what | know, but on the fact that | do not know and there | am able to be sure

and position myself as a student of life (M, 2012).

From a personal perspective, the experience of empowerment through
education and its impact on my health and wellbeing is reflected by an increased
fulfilment and contentment. The health and wellbeing issues revolving around
working hours and dissatisfaction with work paints an unflattering image of
employment chosen primarily because of economic need. A global analysis of the
deadly impact of long working hours has shown a 29% increase in deaths from
stroke and ischaemic heart disease between 2000 and 2016, with a total estimate
of 745,000 deaths reported by the WHO and the International Labour Organisation
(WHO, 2021). Within a Latin American context, health and illness are structured
around a healing systems, comparable to African and other non-Western
community structures, that are formed by family and kinship networks (Kleinman,
1995, p.37). The health and wellbeing aspects that have arisen from a greater sense
of control over one’s life have benefited family ties. From a personal perspective,
these ties have not created family dependency, but on the contrary, they have
propelled my grandmother, mother, and myself to venture and explore beyond our
geographical, spiritual, social, and ideological common denominators. This, in turn,
has a liberating and enriching effect that looks beyond the biomedical parameters
of health and wellbeing. A fundamental lesson that stems from an increased state
of wellbeing is recognising between belief and faith. As | continue my journey of
empowerment, | have appreciated faith as a liberating tool that does not anchor my
belief system to insisting truth is what | believe it to be based on cemented
ideological beliefs, but rather, through a state of faith; one is open to the truth in

whatever shape it may appear (Watts, 1987). This has enhanced my suppleness of
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mind and propelled me to explore traditional yoga as a devotee. There is an

inseparability relating to health and community kinship, which | have observed with
my family and close friends. The impact of our health ricochets beyond our physical
bodies and thoughts, and through this autoethnographic piece | have seen how we
are all interconnected in a symbiotic relationship, floating in unison like lifeboats as

they mimic the motion of waves.

The fundamental teaching approaches used in these experiences stem from
life’s challenges that provoke a reaction. That is where the learning that has
impacted your personhood surface. There is a plurality to the teaching approaches
that have shaped our experience of empowerment. If we draw on the Chinese
tradition, which understands suffering and disappointment as a common
expectation to human life, our gratefulness for the unnoticed miracles like
breathing become more pronounced. Learning beyond formal education is
something that is available to everybody, and it is the learning that cultivates the
personhood that facilitates the experience of empowerment, not as singular events
that can be marked in our calendar but as a sequence of never-ending reactions
that move us closer to a state of complete freedom and liberation.
Autoethnography as a technique has elicited a complex narrative of the women
before me, painting their lives and mine is a method that has provided an authentic

experience to self-reflect.

6.5 Conclusion

The main research question to this autoethnographic narrative is to examine
what constitutes empowerment through education, in its broader sense. This is an
essential component in answering the makeup of all the different educational
experiences that led to empowerment. In our distinct yet interlinked narratives, the
underlying theme is empowerment. Moreover, the learning has come from
challenges, a resistance present in our stories, yet it does not take away from the
vulnerable settings we were exposed to (Butler, 2020). Intergenerational learning
can be implicitly observed through the choices and determination in the face of

uncertainty. The adaptability, which has allowed for our lives to be built and rebuilt,
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is crucial in what constitutes empowerment through education. These are lessons
not observed in a formal educational setting, yet it can be argued that the exclusion
and rigidity of formal education have led to a significant disempowerment in our
experience as women from non-Western societies. The frustrations of mainstream
education lie in its inability to recognise learning beyond its formal remit. This forms
part of the discrimination, sexism and racism that continues to be prevalent in
modern societies that hold the institution of education as 