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Comparing Adult Education in an Age of “Populisms” 

June 4, 2020, Afternoon
(Organized by the International Society for Comparative Adult Education-ISCAE)

Across the world, the hegemony of “neoliberal globalisation” is challenged by “populism.” From Austria and Bulgaria to India and Italy, from “Brexit” to “Trumpism,” forms of populism have taken hold. Most are strongly nationalistic. Many are also influenced by other kinds of “identity politics”: by ethnicity, religion, region, class, language, gender. Often, identity is expressed less in loyalty than in anger against supposed threats: from immigrants, from groups – women, ethnic minorities, and so forth – previously subordinated but now claiming equal status. Populist politicians and parties often claim to act for – and to be supported by – those excluded from the benefits of neoliberalism: the unemployed, communities and cities “left behind.” 

Populisms are, of course, frequently associated with authoritarianism, scepticism about democratic institutions and methods, and the elevation of “leadership” and the charismatic leader. Often, or so many claim, they are strengthened by modern social media’s “confirmation bias” – not to mention the forms of interaction it facilitates, from cyberbullying to surveillance. 

This workshop will explore how resurgent forms of populism are affecting adult education. What are the differences between countries and types of populism, and do they have different implications for adult education? Are there lessons to be drawn from experience in other countries, or other times – populism has a long, complex, sometimes colourful, often cruel, history. Have national or international policies – including policies toward adult education – played any part in the resurgence of populism? What approaches have adult educators evolved to survive amid populism – and challenge it? 

This half-day pre-conference will consider the state of comparative adult education research relating to the global – yet anti-global – phenomenon of “populism”. 
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