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1

Chapter 1

INTRODUCTION

There is a way, it is argued here, to help people living in economically 
disadvantaged areas of Africa achieve together higher life standards; 
a way that empowers their self-help capacity and builds on their own 
cultural views of the world. Recent data show that the GDP of African 
countries is growing; they are managing to sell more of their resources 
and products. And yet, in spite of this outstanding economic perfor-
mance, commodity-driven growth is not translating into social devel-
opment (UNECA 2013). African countries might be getting richer, but 
their populations are not benefi ting from it. Africa remains ‘underde-
veloped’ and most of its people are not living better lives, they are not 
getting more educated, healthier or richer. The international economic 
system still expands, the world ‘develops’, but unevenly: the global eco-
nomic growth enlarges the gap between rich and poor countries – rather 
than narrowing it (Bond 2006; Harvey 2005). Assuming – for now – 
that the richest human beings share a moral imperative of helping the 
poorest, what is to be done to help Africa?

Academics have argued in favour of foreign aid to fi ght African pov-
erty (Banerjee and Dufl o 2011; Sachs 2005) and against it (Easterly 2006; 
Moyo 2009). Scholars who write against aid (on the basis that aid over-
rides self-help capacity) have spoken in favour of increasing neo-liberal 
trade relations between African and non-African countries (Moyo 2009, 
for instance, saw in trading with China an opportunity for African devel-
opment). Those who argue that aid is problematic are right. Part of the 
responsibility for the current living conditions of much of the African 
population is to be sought in the global institutions that guide world 
development. Since 1970, Bretton Woods institutions have fostered 
neo-liberal capitalistic economies aiming at stabilising macroeconomic 
conditions in the African countries. As noted by Ferguson (2005), this 
liberalisation process of African economies has instead resulted in the 
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2 Introduction

opposite. Neo-liberal development has worsened governments’ cor-
ruption and misbehaviour, and is stuck in a top-down approach where 
European and North American countries (over-represented within the 
organisations that lead the economic world order: the IMF, the World 
Bank and the UN Security Council) impose their perspectives on African 
development.

Development paradigms developed after World War II were based 
on a view of the world as striving towards the same direction: moder-
nity. Modernity being a fi nal goal, a holy land for everyone, some 
countries were considered in a higher position in the world rank-
ings, more advanced than others. In this ranking, ‘underdeveloped’ 
countries (one could say, actively impoverishing countries) were not 
just below developed countries, they were behind, as if they were 
lying in some pre-modern state waiting to be promoted to the status 
of modern countries (once they had fi nally adopted, for instance, 
a free-trade system, solid infrastructure or an industry sector) 
(Ferguson 2005).

Westernisation, then, rather than development, where the under-
developed countries – slowly – would join the club of the developed 
Western neo-liberal democracies to endorse Western values. Rather, 
modernity should be understood in terms of ‘status’, where all countries 
have the same recognition in the global social reality, without a rank-
ing of some following others (Ferguson 2006; Sen 1999). In this book, 
I will show that the suggestion that there are many different, alternative 
possible ‘modernities’ unlocks a people-centred approach to develop-
ment: from an approach to development that understands developing 
countries as ‘not yet’ countries, to one that helps people build the space 
to construct alternative characterisations of what is modern (Ferguson 
2006). As Bond (2006) suggested, the global community needs a change 
in the relationship between Africa and richer countries and should 
change the way it understands development beyond simple statements 
of intention. As suggested at the end of this book, the understanding 
of development as Westernisation must leave room to one in which 
people are the protagonists, the subject of development programmes, 
rather than the objects of them. In this process, African civil societies 
should break the silence that gives consent to the capitalist dynam-
ics keeping Africa in its dependency conditions and should challenge 
local ruling elites. As Bond (2006) recognised, however, to do so people 
in Africa must have space to raise their voice, to participate in the 
decision-making process. 
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Introduction 3

In sum, if on the one hand aid is problematic because it can override 
people’s self-help capacity, on the other hand, neo-liberal trade as such is 
not a viable alternative since neo-liberal reforms have aggravated (rather 
than improved) Africans’ living standards. This book offers a possible 
alternative: a new understanding of development that gives to people the 
role of protagonists and the responsibility to lead the development pro-
cess. You will fi nd in this book, in particular, a development praxis based 
on human rights education (HRE), a praxis that neither undermines the 
capacity for self-help, nor rests on trade and neo-liberal policies all hopes 
for African development, but that empowers local actors to address issues 
of social justice that hinder their human development.

ORIGIN OF THIS BOOK AND RESEARCH METHODS

As I am writing this Introduction, a Barbie in Africa phenomenon is cir-
culating on the internet: Barbie is ashamed of the poverty that ravages 
the entire African ‘country’ and wants to educate African children while 
taking selfi es in the slums, dancing like a true ‘native’, and drinking 
coconut cocktails next to the swimming pool.1 These satirical Barbie 
adventures (but why is not Ken also in them, I wonder?) are depicted 
in a set of provoking pictures and captions that mean to challenge 
the white saviour complex: the idea that Europeans and Americans 
should go on a mission to save Africa from the tragic conditions that 
poor Africans alone are obviously unable to improve. I do not intend to 
discuss here the extent to which this idea is narcissistic, imperialistic, 
unhelpful and also morally wrong – as essentially the entire book does 
that. But I have to confess that a little more than a decade ago I did feel 
that way; that is, motivated by the holy fi re of the white saviour. An 
opportunity to refl ect on the arrogance of similar approaches to devel-
opment presented itself as I was working in Central and West Africa. 
There, it occurred to me that the programmes I was supervising were 
blind to people’s cultures and needs; they seemed more concerned 
with addressing what donors wanted, than helping local populations 
address the problems that mattered to them. I thus began a quest to 
fi nd culturally sensitive development implementations that helped 
people identify together their needs and collaborate to address them.

In 2009, I read about the work of the NGO Tostan. Since 1984, Tostan 
had been working on a human rights-based bottom-up approach to 
community empowerment that drew on existing local cultural values 
and that helped members of rural West African communities achieve 
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4 Introduction 

their own goals together (www.tostan.org; Chapter 3). An impressive 
99 per cent of Tostan’s staff were from the same West African countries 
where they worked. It seemed a promising model worth investigating. 
That same year, I travelled to Senegal, where the NGO has its head-
quarters, and I talked to local staff members and previous participants 
in Tostan’s three-year Community Empowerment Program (CEP). 
Most of the people I interviewed believed that the human rights edu-
cation classes taking place in the fi rst six months of the CEP were key 
to achieving the extraordinary community changes observed after the 
programme. My interest in Tostan grew exponentially: it seemed a per-
fect case to investigate how HRE could help people collaborate and lead 
their own human development. 

In 2010, I started an ethnographic research in the small (200 people) 
Fulani village of Galle Toubaaco (the name is fi ctitious), in Central 
Senegal. At the time, the CEP was starting in the village. Between 
January and July 2010, I participated in Tostan’s HRE classes as well as 
in the daily village life, taking notes of what I saw and heard. In addition 
to observing what happened in the classes and in the village at large, 
I interviewed about 20 men and women before, during and after the 
HRE classes. In this book, I call these 20 informants to distinguish them 
from the about 40 participants in the Tostan classes. Not all informants 
participated in the Tostan classes: among the 20 informants there were 
10 men and 10 women, 10 under and 10 over age 25, 10 participating 
and 10 not participating in the HRE classes. I also interviewed local 
politicians, doctors, researchers and Tostan staff members. I analysed 
those data looking at what themes emerged from informants’ descrip-
tions of their experience and the changes they witnessed. I was particu-
larly interested in the how the programme changed relations between 
men and women, public decision-making processes, and social prac-
tices that were inconsistent with international human rights standards. 
The next chapters reveal what informants said about their experience in 
the classes and their life in the village. Before that, I want to draw your 
attention to three useful things that this book provides and that are not 
commonly found in the literature.

THREE USEFUL THINGS THAT ARE IN THIS BOOK

1. A human development model tested over decades that has proven results.

Sen’s ‘development as freedom’ was a Copernican revolution in the 
world of international development. Copernicus suggested scientists 
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Introduction 5

had the wrong belief about what was at the centre of the solar system, 
incidentally risking being burned alive for his ideas, as we know. Sen, 
meeting milder criticisms, suggested that development scholars and 
practitioners had the wrong beliefs about what should be at the centre 
of international development efforts. After his work, scholars and prac-
titioners have become increasingly critical of measuring development 
by looking at national econometric indicators, and increasingly aware 
of the importance of exploring ‘human’ approaches to development. 
Sen (1999) – and Nussbaum (2011) after him – were especially infl uen-
tial in calling for development programmes that hold people’s interests 
at their core; that is, programmes that aim at bettering people’s lives in 
the direction these people want. Yet, a few questions on how this could 
be done remain. How can we help poor and disempowered people lead 
a life that is meaningful to them? How can we facilitate the conditions 
in which these people can voice out their aspirations for themselves 
and others in their community? How can we effectively support their 
collaboration to achieve those aspirations?

Sen (1999) and Nussbaum (2011) did not offer a practical model 
for their theoretical work, though they suggested that education has a 
central role to play in human development. Drawing on their theories, 
Appadurai (2004) specifi ed that education should be part of human 
development programmes because it can foster poor and uneducated 
people’s ‘capacity to aspire’, by engaging them in imagining alterna-
tive courses of action they would not experience in daily life. However, 
little to nothing is said in the work of these authors about the pedagogi-
cal processes in which participants should be engaged to unlock their 
capacity to aspire and further their human development (Walker and 
Unterhalter 2010). This book offers what is largely missing in the litera-
ture: a practical model of human development paired with an analysis of 
how and why this model works, grounded in an ethnographic explora-
tion of the cultural understandings of the rural West African community 
in which the programme was carried out.

2. A theoretical and practical understanding of how human rights education 
can contribute to human development.

Tostan’s programme makes great use of HRE. Scholars in the fi eld of 
HRE have argued that HRE resulted in the past in social change and 
community empowerment. Various authors analysed HRE programmes 
as having had an impact on participants’ behaviours and attitudes (Bajaj 
2011; Bajaj et al. 2016; Claude and Andreopoulos 1997; Koenig 2001; 
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6 Introduction 

Tibbits 2002). However, little is offered in the relevant literature about 
what actually happens in the HRE classes that motivates change in the 
localities where those classes are implemented. In particular, nobody 
has, so far, offered rigorous ethnographic evidence revealing the causal 
pathways around HRE that lead to a change in how people think and 
act. This book fi lls the gap in HRE literature by explaining the class 
dynamics by which educational strategies and curriculum generate 
new behavioural possibilities for learners and their own community. 
In doing so, I also offer a model to explain how the critical learning 
of human rights can affect social change. By connecting social norm 
theory, human development theories, schema theory and situated 
learning theory, this book illustrates a conceptual framework where 
those models integrate with and uphold each other.

The book looks at the ways in which HRE can contribute to a pro-
cess of social change and foster human development. In particular, it 
examines how HRE (1) increased people’s participation in the decision-
making process, (2) contributed to creating more equitable gender roles 
and relations, and (3) helped people renegotiate existing human rights-
incoherent social practices.

3. A theory of how cultural understandings and social norms can hinder or 
accelerate social change for human development.

Social change is a phenomenon naturally occurring in all human soci-
eties. Think of the ways in which our grandparents used to dress, fi nd a 
partner, travel, or work; while many social features might have remained 
stable, others have dramatically changed since then. In what ways can 
people living in rural Africa be protagonists of that change, deliberate 
democratically on it, and give it direction so that social practices that are 
unjust and hinder people’s human development are identifi ed, revised 
and possibly abandoned? Sen (1999) argued that democratic partici-
pation in the decision-making process of a community is a necessary 
precondition for community members to challenge and renegotiate 
practices and norms that hinder their human development. However, 
those social norms and practices can keep some people from partici-
pating in the decision-making process and thus limit the community’s 
human development. Traditional social norms and practices can pro-
tect themselves from being changed by excluding from the decisional 
process those who have an interest in changing them. Imagine that by 
tradition, for instance, ‘people taller than x’ (Px) are excluded from the 
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Introduction 7

decision-making process of their community. The social change that 
Px might want to implement, when asked to envision one, could be a 
more equal participation in decision-making. Px cannot exercise their 
democratic power, though, due to the same norm they might aspire to 
change. Here is an example of how this works in practice: in November 
2006, members of parliament in the Maldives had to vote on a proposal 
asking to introduce a female quota that would reduce gender dispar-
ity among them. In parliament there were 6 female MPs and 44 male 
MPs. The parliament rejected the proposal with about 44 votes against 
and 6 in favour (Fulu and Miedema 2015). In the Maldivian case, Px 
are women, and they cannot change local decision-making processes 
(to make them more egalitarian) as they do not have access to those 
processes in the fi rst place. In other words, human development can be 
delayed or hindered by power processes that protect themselves from 
changing and that reproduce the social status quo. Thus, this book asks: 
Who has access to and participates in the decision-making process of a given 
community (before and after an HRE programme)?

Women have a strategic role to play in their communities as positive 
agents of social change (Nussbaum 2000; Sen 1999). Both the femi-
nist literature recalled by human development theory and the relevant 
reports written by practitioners in the fi eld suggest that different par-
ticipation in decision-making has to be understood primarily in terms 
of gender (see, for instance, Kevane 2004; UNDP 2010). Gender roles 
and relations have signifi cant impact on the way different community 
members participate in decision-making. This book explores if HRE 
impacts on the way participants understand gender roles and relations 
in their community and the effect that possible shifts in their under-
standings might have on their capability to participate in the decision-
making process. Before we can understand how people make decisions 
together, we should ask: How do participants in an HRE programme 
understand gender roles and relations in their community (before and after 
an HRE programme)? For analytical purposes, I fi rst looked at how com-
munity members made sense of gender roles and relations and how 
they impacted on decision-making.

The two questions given above take into account a change in com-
munity members’ participation in decision-making and gender roles 
and relations. Human rights knowledge might impact on the way par-
ticipants understand their daily life beyond these two aspects. If HRE is 
proven capable, for example, of creating a space to discuss local social 
practices and norms, then that space might be used to redraft local social 
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8 Introduction 

behaviours, practices and norms more consistent with human rights. 
The book therefore analyses participants’ understanding of certain local 
human rights-inconsistent practices (if any at all are in place) before 
and after the programme and their possible engagement in renegotiat-
ing them. Thus, a third question populates this study: What other human 
rights-relevant social practices do participants in an HRE programme come 
to understand as harmful and how do participants promote their change in 
the community?

As this book unfolds, it explores the possible links between human 
rights education and social change. In particular, it investigates if and 
how participants in an HRE programme come to challenge human 
rights-inconsistent local social norms and foster both their human 
development and the empowerment of their entire community.

PART I SOME USEFUL CONCEPTS TO RETHINK 
DEVELOPMENT PRACTICES

Research on human development and human rights education raises 
a series of issues around the cross-cultural legitimacy of human rights 
education programmes, and the cognitive and social processes that those 
programmes aim to facilitate. Chapter 2 starts by engaging with the 
argument that human rights are a tool for Western cultural imperialism. 
If human rights are a product of the Western culture (whatever that is), 
can human rights education programmes be legitimately implemented 
in the global south? Chapter 2 discusses how Freirian nonformal educa-
tion strategies have the potential of translating human rights into a cul-
turally relevant framework that people can use to critically look at their 
traditions and practices, helping them to visualise changes in the status 
quo. Those changes require new individual and collective understand-
ings and actions. I use social norms theory to investigate the processes 
through which social practices are formed and change, and cognitivist 
schema theory to reveal how experience shapes individual beliefs and 
how new experiences can challenge those beliefs. Cognitivist schema 
theory helps understand how a community member can include new 
roles and behaviours that were considered exceptions within the con-
ceptual horizon of what is ‘normal’, and social norms theory adds an 
understanding of the social dynamics through which community mem-
bers can renegotiate together those public behaviours that they might 
support individually.
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Introduction 9

A social change process spurring out of the HRE classes, one would 
reasonably think, should start from class participants. To understand 
how class dynamics strengthened relations among participants and 
helped them act together as a group, I looked at the work of Lave and 
Wenger (1991), who studied the processes by which people coordinate 
their actions in a group, or what they called a Community of Practice 
(CoP). Their work seemed particularly relevant, as members in a CoP 
share the same domain of interest (achieving change in the village) and 
aim at gaining competences that distinguish them from other people 
(learning about human rights). This toolkit of useful concepts ends by 
reviewing concepts of gender and power relations as they might infl u-
ence social change and the relations between class participants and the 
rest of the community.

In Chapter 3, the reader will fi nd some important background 
information on the wider context of this research: the emergence of 
the human rights discourse in Senegal; the contextual factors charac-
terising the Senegalese society (analysing gender roles and relations, 
decision-making processes and human rights challenges); the structure 
of NGO and its educational programme in Senegal; and the character-
istics of the ethnic group that was studied by the research (the Fulܦe2), 
with its moral values and code of conduct.

PART II THE PROGRAMME IN ACTION

The second part of the book draws on the ethnographic evidence to 
explore the changes that took place in the community that partici-
pated in Tostan’s HRE programme. In particular, Chapters 4, 5 and 
6 show how informants made sense of gender roles and relations, 
access to decision-making and other human rights-inconsistent social 
practices before and after the HRE programme. Chapter 4 describes 
Galle Toubaaco before the Tostan programme, looking in particular 
at how community members understood gender, access to decision-
making and other relevant social norms before the programme. I 
found gendered power relations that contributed to fostering tra-
ditional social norms hindering women’s participation in decision-
making processes. The same social norms, dialectically, locked access 
to those resources and reproduced a social status quo that reiterated a 
gender-uneven power structure. Amongst other social practices, two 
in particular had a negative impact on the life of community members 

5567_Cislaghi.indd   95567_Cislaghi.indd   9 14/08/17   4:46 PM14/08/17   4:46 PM



10 Introduction 

in human rights terms: child and forced marriages and excessive child 
labour. These practices were held in place by the (limited) gain that 
members obtained in adhering to them. Informants could conceptu-
alise the limited nature of that gain; however, they could not imagine 
different courses of action that would grant greater common gain.

Chapter 5 offers a critical understanding of the Tostan programme 
as carried out in Galle Toubaaco. The chapter explains in detail who 
delivered the classes and who participated in them and with what 
expectations. It also engages in detail with the curriculum of the classes, 
highlighting its different aspects and characteristics, linking human 
rights and Freirian problem-posing education. This includes an under-
standing of the different experiential learning strategies adopted and 
of how they allowed participants to ground the abstract human rights 
knowledge into their concrete daily life. The chapter offers an insight 
into the classes, giving an understanding of their dynamics and ana-
lysing how participating made sense of the participants’ experience in 
class. It grounds in the empirical analysis of Tostan’s pedagogy and cur-
riculum the discussion of the shift in the way informants made sense of 
their community after the programme, as discussed in Chapter 6.

Chapter 6 engages critically with the analysis of the data collected 
during and after the programme, analysing a shift in informants’ 
attitudes and behaviours towards gender roles and relations, par-
ticipation in decision-making and other human rights-inconsistent 
social norms. Male and female informants’ outlook towards women 
changed. Informants began to see women as capable of leadership 
and problem-solving skills. A new category emerged from informants’ 
narratives, that of the now-women (a label grounded in participants’ 
defi nitions): a new understanding of women that included a larger 
toolkit of freedoms and capabilities.

Access to decision-making also changed. Women started participat-
ing in village assemblies more than before the HRE programme. Young 
women, in particular, participated more. Finally, the large majority of the 
informants reported their intention of abandoning the practice of child 
and forced marriages. Due to the time constraints of the research, it was 
impossible to analyse how participants worked to gather consensus over 
the abandonment of those practices that they came to understand as 
harmful in class. However, there is evidence of a process of social change 
in action grounded in the data that showed a noticeable shift in partici-
pants’ attitudes and knowledge, and some changes in their behaviour 
beyond simple statements of intentions.

5567_Cislaghi.indd   105567_Cislaghi.indd   10 14/08/17   4:46 PM14/08/17   4:46 PM



Introduction 11

PART III HELPFUL DEVELOPMENT

Chapter 7 analyses the role of the programme in creating a space where 
gender segregation could be overcome, where men and women could 
sit and talk together. Gender roles that limited contact between mem-
bers of different genders were problematised in the class. Men and 
women were invited by the facilitator to discuss together how their 
daily behaviour could be understood in human rights terms. The chap-
ter shows that participants developed new capabilities that allowed 
them to export their new understandings out of the class: they learnt 
to affi liate together to infl uence their social and political environment. 
They could frame new understandings of local social norms and invis-
ible power relations (and share them with the rest of the community) 
because the experience of each other had in class diverged from their 
daily experience. Those new experiences infl uenced their perspective on 
local behaviours and, more widely, how they understood their commu-
nity. The HRE programme helped them renegotiate local social norms 
that were limiting their empowerment, and made them protagonists of 
the life of their communities, where they could promote human rights-
consistent social practices. In doing so, participants became protago-
nists of their human development.

Chapter 8, fi nally, looks at a few more promising interventions, offer-
ing a comparative analysis of their approach, fi eld methods and results. 
This comparative analysis, paired with a deep understanding of the 
Tostan programme developed in the book, uncovers future action and 
research trajectories that can help economically disadvantaged popu-
lations achieve their goals in ways that respect their cultural shared 
understandings of the world.
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Chapter 2

RETHINKING DEVELOPMENT INTERVENTIONS: 
POTENTIAL AND CHALLENGES OF HUMAN 

RIGHTS EDUCATION

INTRODUCTION

Exploring the role that human rights education might play in fostering 
community development presents four key challenges. The fi rst relates 
to the applicability of HRE in non-Western contexts and takes into 
account the either universal or relative nature of human rights. If human 
rights have a Western (allow me to use the word for the moment) ori-
gin, and many think they do, how can they be used in non-Western 
contexts? I argue that there is a way of contextualising, ‘vernacularis-
ing’, human rights that justifi es their use in the non-Western world. 
That leads to the second challenge (treated in the second section of 
this chapter): how can human rights be contextualised then? What pro-
cesses can help people analyse human rights critically, and what role do 
those processes play in helping people collaborate for their collective 
development? I discuss how human rights education can help people 
use human rights critically to engage in a generative dialogue about 
the problems that matter to them, and how that can help them foster 
their collective ‘development’. This raises a question about what devel-
opment paradigm human rights education is contributing towards, the 
third challenge brought up in this chapter. I suggest that, while human 
development is an evident framework for transformative human rights 
education, ‘indirect’ human development is a more appropriate term for 
it, as human rights education enhances people’s self-help capacity to 
achieve goals that matter to them, if necessary by challenging the socio-
cultural status quo that hinders their success.

The last section gives an understanding of the forces contributing to 
sustaining an unjust social status quo. In particular, it looks at the role 
of social norms, cognitive schemas, gender roles and power relations. 
Social behaviours are regulated by social norms learnt by participation 
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16 Some Useful Concepts to Rethink Development Practices

in the life of the community. Alternative experiences can unlock diverg-
ing understandings of social relations that can in turn affect local social 
norms, thereby changing them. HRE then should support participants 
in the process of renegotiation of local social behaviours with their 
community by giving them the tools to transform new individual and 
social understandings into action. Community members can renegoti-
ate social practices by participating in the decision-making processes 
available in the family and the community. The dynamics that grant 
different human beings with variable infl uence in decision-making 
processes are dynamics of power. However, those dynamics, as sug-
gested by the literature reviewed in this chapter, are strongly shaped by 
the gender roles and relations that regulate behavioural expectations of 
‘normality’. The chapter, then, studies the role of gender in distributing 
to men and women different possibilities of social action by taking into 
consideration a feminist analysis of gender roles, division of labour and 
oppression. Finally, it frames a theory to guide the analysis of power 
relations within human beings that explains reasons for quiescence 
with social inequality and is compatible with the system of theories 
provided in this conceptual framework.

Conclusions engage with the argument brought forward throughout 
the chapter; that is, that nonformal human rights education can be used 
as a tool for human development in the non-Western world because 
it can help participants challenge local social norms and practices 
hindering their freedoms and the development of their capabilities. 
Developing new meanings of local actions and behaviours, community 
members develop the capacity to aspire, the ability to imagine a future 
that diverges from a repetition of the past.

BRINGING INTERNATIONAL HUMAN RIGHTS 
INTO LOCAL CONTEXTS

The debate on the universality of human rights is key for HRE. It under-
mines the rationale for the applicability of HRE programmes. The issue is 
not one with an easy solution, as the idea that human beings have personal 
entitlements emerged from the events of the last fi ve centuries of European 
and North American history. In particular, the shift from objective rights 
to subjective natural rights took place in Europe during the 15th century 
and set the rational background for the emergence of individual human 
entitlements (Freeman 2002). Enlightenment’s rationalism secularised the 
tradition of natural law, rendering human reason sovereign.
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In the 18th century, key events such as the Reformation (with its 
violent consequences), the new social role of the emerging bourgeoi-
sie and the related new social mobility (following the end of a static 
monarchic social order) moulded the principles of equality and dignity 
that laid the foundation of modern human rights (Beitz 2009; Dalacoura 
1998; Donnelly 2003). In the years immediately before and after 1789, 
the European bourgeoisie began demanding equal social recognition 
from the aristocratic powers, claiming that human nature (and not cen-
sus) was the only reasonable justifi cation for social dignity. The same 
arguments were then used by members of other ‘lower’ social groups to 
request social recognition, economic consideration and political partici-
pation; in other words, the French Revolution created the conditions to 
demand equality (egalité) for all human beings (Freeman 2002).

Centuries later, when the idea of human natural equality had already 
been motivating revolutionary political movements throughout the 
Western world, the aftermath of World War II prioritised onto the inter-
national political agenda the urgency to ensure equal human dignity to 
all human beings. The newly created United Nations appointed Eleanor 
Roosevelt to preside over the commission that would draft the Univer-
sal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR). The emergence of human 
rights has been understood by some authors as the product of ‘the West’ 
(see, for instance, Donnelly 2003). The contradictions of adopting a sim-
ilar history of human rights in the wider framework of HRE have been 
studied by Spring (2000), who warned that it would result in fostering 
culturally imperialistic education. Spring (2000) argued that the risk of 
presenting the history of human rights as such is that it would infl uence 
students in the non-Western world, generating a sense of devotion and 
gratitude for ‘the West’ that strove to liberate human beings from fear 
and oppression. There is therefore a challenge in arguing – as I intend 
to do here – that although human rights emerged following particular 
events occurring mainly in Europe, they can be used universally as a 
tool for community empowerment in the ‘non-Western’ world.

One might be tempted to argue that human rights are not a Western 
product, but the result of a global deliberation. Some authors have high-
lighted, for instance, that many of the countries that existed in 1946 were 
invited to contribute to the drafting of the UDHR (Ramcharan 2000; 
Waltz 2001). Others have insisted on the fact that the commission that 
received the task of drafting the UDHR was composed of 17 members of 
different countries (including the Vice Chair Dr Chang from China and 
the Rapporteur Charles Malik from Lebanon) (McFarland 2008; United 
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18 Some Useful Concepts to Rethink Development Practices

Nations 2008). Scholars argued that the heterogeneity of this group 
contributed to a genuinely democratic and ‘multi-cultural’ drafting of 
the UDHR, that would be further demonstrated by its adoption by 20 
Latin American States and 13 ‘non-Western’ countries (Donnelly 2000; 
McFarland 2008; Ramcharan 2000; Waltz 2001). I do not think any of 
these is a strong argument. As Mutua (2007) suggested, when the UDHR 
was drafted right after World War II, the United Nations were cultur-
ally dominated by the USA and some other European countries that 
imposed their views on human rights on the rest of the world. Besides, 
when the General Assembly (GA) was asked to vote on the adoption of 
the UDHR, various African and Asian states were still European colonies 
and therefore acted as they were asked to (Mutua 1996). Even so, how-
ever, resistance to the adoption of human rights was reported during 
the drafting process, and recent history shows that certain non-Western 
states have kept that resistance active (Arslan 1999; Brown and Bjawi-
Levine 2002; Franck 2001; Goodhart 2003; Manglapus 1978; Pollis and 
Schwab 1979).

One cannot argue for the universal applicability of human rights by 
dismissing the role played by Western countries in the human rights 
debate, both due to the historical background that sparked the momen-
tum for their creation and to the 1946 socio-political world order. But 
then, what else is there to argue for the universal applicability of human 
rights? Some think that nothing remains, that is, that the human rights 
ideology should not be brought into non-Western countries. Similar 
doubts have been raised since the fi rst draft of the UDHR. At the time 
when the UDHR was still being drafted, the American Anthropological 
Association (1947) condemned the attempt to fi nd international norms 
regulating behaviour, due to the differences amongst human cultures 
on standards and values, and on ideas of what is right and wrong. Many 
other cultural relativists have claimed in the last 60 years that human 
rights embody a form of Western imperialism, arguing that cultures 
cannot be judged from the outside, that is, by members of another cul-
ture (Baxi 1998; Brown and Bjawi-Levine 2002; Goodhart 2003; Messer 
1993; Pollis and Schwab 1979).

The cultural relativist position is not strong either. There are at least 
three arguments against cultural relativism that could be used to defend 
the universal applicability of human rights while acknowledging the 
impact of Europe and North America in drafting them. First, it is not 
very clear what ‘culture’ is: in the last two decades, anthropology schol-
ars have elaborated culture as a contested, fl uid and unbounded term, 

5567_Cislaghi.indd   185567_Cislaghi.indd   18 14/08/17   4:46 PM14/08/17   4:46 PM



Rethinking Development Interventions 19

produced through hybridisation and creolisation (Abu-Lughod 1991; 
Appadurai 1986; Merry 2006; Preis 1996; Zechenter 1997). There are 
no pure unchangeable cultural values that have not been exposed to 
reconsideration through contamination with other traditions. Cultures, 
if something with this name exists at all, are not moral strongholds. They 
are markets or public squares where the leading values are continu-
ously bargained. The term culture itself is a contested and ambiguous 
one. Terms such as social practices or behavioural expectations are more 
appropriate to defi ne a dynamic set of local customs and values shaping 
personal beliefs and attitudes. For the same reason, the present research 
avoids using the term culture as much as possible when referring to local 
tenets and behaviours.

Second, it is a plain fact that ideas and norms can be used outside 
their context of origin. The concept of individual rights has a Roman 
origin; however, it is nowadays used everywhere indistinctly. It is 
incomprehensible why then the concept of human rights cannot be 
used in other places in the world as already happens, for instance, with 
Marxism, democracy or Christianity; or again with gun powder, coffee 
or mobile phones (Donnelly 1984, 2000, 2003; Nussbaum 1999, 2000). 
Nussbaum summarised this idea by using Aristotelian wit: ‘in general, 
people seek not the way of their ancestors, but the good’ (2000: 49).

Third, there is nothing inherently ‘Western’ in the values expressed 
by human rights; from ancient Greece to the crusades and World War II, 
the so-called West has given proof of being capable of inhuman actions 
and degrading treatments towards human beings; there is nothing 
exclusively European or North American in such values as tolerance 
and respect (Franck 2001). Rather, the values that are behind the UDHR 
and uphold those rights – the constituent elements of the concept of 
human rights – are found in different traditions, places and times of 
human history, although in various forms: being channelled within 
either religious commandments, local jurisprudence, ethical views or 
secular principles (Arab Institute for Human Rights 2002; Aziz 1999; 
Keown 1995; Kuschel and Kûng 1993; Mahabal 2005; Murithi 2007; 
Nussbaum 2011; Sen 1999).

In the contemporary human rights debate, then, confl ict and ten-
sions over human rights mainly involve the political objectives of the 
actors opposing their applicability. Since human rights have become 
increasingly more important in defi ning what constitutes the modern 
statehood, international human rights norms have essentially put lim-
its on national sovereignty. Concerns with human rights hence were 
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mainly expressed by states and governments as duty bearers, rather 
than by the people entitled to those rights (Bierkester and Weber 1996; 
Risse et al. 1999).

There is a third position, in between the two extremes that human 
rights are universal because they are the result of a global awakening, 
and that they are relative because they are a Western product. This third 
position argues that human rights have applicability in non-Western 
contexts when the members of those communities are given the means 
to translate human rights within their own set of social values that reg-
ulate behaviour between human beings. The solution to the contradic-
tion between their origin and their applicability lies in the use that is 
made of human rights. Human rights should not be understood solely 
as international norms to be enforced, then, but as paradigms resonat-
ing with traditional values that can be converted into social actions. 
When analysing the clash between global standards of social justice 
and local practices, human rights should be understood in daily life 
situations and in specifi c contexts, rather than in the abstract world of 
jurisprudence. International norms of human rights are general goals, 
while the values on which they are built are to be understood in situ-
ated contexts where the insiders, the local social actors, make sense of 
the meaning of those values (Cislaghi 2016; Preis 1996).

Human rights, thus, have the potential of being contextualised in 
a particular setting and translated into traditional values, local justice 
and social action. Namely, human rights can be ‘vernacularised’ (Merry 
2006) by empowering social actors to explore the relevance of the 
human rights framework for their own lives, grounding it within local 
social behaviours and understandings. Human rights must be discussed 
and analysed at the grassroots level, to give people the opportunity to 
understand possible contacts between human rights and their local 
behavioural framework, to vernacularise the former on the latter. This 
vernacularisation does not include changing the fundamental meaning 
of human rights; rather, it adds a new interpretation of relationships 
and social structures that do not displace the existing ones. For domes-
tic human rights conditions to be improved, domestic actors have to 
internalise human rights norms through a process of socialisation that 
packs human rights in familiar terms and links them with symbols or 
images (Merry 2006; Risse et al. 1999). When grounded in local under-
standings of the world, human rights can contribute to sparking new 
social behaviours and actions, by developing visions and aspirations 
that the local social status quo kept beyond the imaginative horizon 
(Appadurai 2004; Merry 2006). This process of vernacularisation, where 
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members of local communities reframe human rights critically in local 
terms, is one of the tasks of human rights education and its success can 
be strongly conditioned by the educational approach adopted.

A NONFORMAL PROBLEM-POSING APPROACH TO HUMAN 
RIGHTS EDUCATION

Human rights education (HRE) offers practitioners a model to help 
people develop local understandings of international human rights. 
However, its nature is problematic. International human rights law has 
an authoritative potential that educators might impose over their stu-
dents, without creating space for genuine dialogue that would facilitate 
a vernacularisation of those rights and a critical analysis of the local 
social reality. HRE becomes thus a challenging topic since educators 
must avoid implementing it by using authoritative educational models 
that might be as oppressive as the social reality that HRE can poten-
tially help participants to unveil. Hence, it is fundamental to analyse 
which educational approach best suits the progressive nature of HRE.

The discussion about the best approach for HRE is linked to what 
defi nition of HRE one adopts. The history of HRE is connected to that 
of human rights from 1945 onwards. Both the UN Charter and the 
UDHR endorsed the necessity of HRE in the aftermath of World War 
II, when education came to be understood as a fi eld of political action 
and research (Suárez and Ramirez 2004). However, historically there 
has been little consensus among scholars on the defi nition of HRE with 
regard to its content, approach and setting (Bajaj et al. 2016; Best 2002; 
Bigelow and Peterson 2002; Cardenas 2005; Flowers et al. 2007; Horn-
berg 2002; Lohrenscheit 2002; McQuoid-Mason et al. 1991; Morsink 
1999; Osler and Starkey 1996; Ray 1994; Spring 2000; Starkey 1991a, 
1991b; Suárez 2007; Tibbits 2002; Tomaš evski 2001; UNESCO 1974; 
Weinbrenner and Fritzsche 1993). Yet, in the fi rst human rights treaties, 
its defi nition is blurred and ambiguous. In the preamble to the UDHR, 
education is presented as a fundamental tool to promote respect for 
the rights of the Declaration, which would seem to suggest the need of 
HRE. Further on, Article 26(2) sets up the basis for HRE, stating that:

Education should be directed to the full development of the 
human personality and to the strengthening of respect for human 
rights and fundamental freedoms. It shall promote understand-
ing, tolerance and friendship among all nations, racial or religious 
groups [. . .] (United Nations 1948: Art. 26(2))
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In more recent times, the United Nations has drafted two defi nitions of 
HRE, the fi rst within the framework of the Decade for Human Rights 
Education (DHRE: 1995–2004) and the second for the World Programme 
for Human Rights Education (WPHRE: 2005–ongoing). Both are, how-
ever, quite open to debate since they defi ne HRE quite generally as all 
efforts aimed at building a universal culture of human rights through 
knowledge, skills and attitudes (OHCHR 1998, 2006).

During the implementation phases of the DHRE (and then of the 
WPHRE, still ongoing), there has been a relatively abundant debate 
between different actors on the nature of HRE. In the last two decades, 
governments, academics and practitioners have come to very different 
understandings of what HRE is. In the framework of the DHRE, govern-
ments have claimed to mould local curricula with the learning of human 
rights and human rights conventions. Most countries that reported to 
the OHCHR on their activities in the framework of the DHRE associated 
HRE exclusively with students’ gaining of knowledge on human rights 
(OHCHR 1998, 2003). While governments seem to have associated – 
at least in the past – HRE with teaching about human rights, academ-
ics, researchers and practitioners in the fi eld have come to agree in the 
same years that HRE should not be limited to teaching but should at the 
same time aim to foster positive attitudes towards human rights (see, for 
instance, Amnesty International 1996; Lohrenscheit 2002; OHCHR 2003, 
2006; Starkey 1991a; Tibbits 2002; UNESCO 2003). There are at least two 
possible explanations for this gap. The fi rst is that policy-makers might 
have made the minimum uncritical efforts to guarantee an application 
of a limited interpretation of their citizens’ rights (similarly to what hap-
pened for the application of the right to education in the analysis made 
by McCowan 2011). The other possibility is that there is (or there has 
been) a gap in the understanding of the governments and other actors 
that might undermine the role of HRE within national school curricula.

Possibly aware of this issue, the UN recently decided to draft a piece of 
international jurisprudence that could help different stakeholders make 
sense of what HRE is and how it should be implemented. In 2007, the 
Human Rights Council of the UN established an Advisory Committee to 
draft a Declaration on Human Rights Education and Training (DHRET), 
adopted by the General Assembly on 19 December 2011 (OHCHR 2011). 
The declaration understands HRE as encompassing education about, 
through and for human rights. HRE should thus aim at raising awareness 
on human rights principles, developing a universal culture of human 
rights, pursuing the effective realisation of all human rights, ensuring 
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equal opportunities, and contributing to the prevention of human rights 
violations and abuses. The declaration emphasises that HRE should 
embrace, enrich and draw inspiration from ‘the diversity of civilisations, 
religions, culture and traditions of different countries’ (United Nations 
2011b: Art. 5(3)). In spite of this view on the need to contextualise HRE, 
though, there is no mention in the declaration of the empowering and 
liberating effect that HRE can have at the grassroots level, beyond the 
creation of a universal culture of human rights. The declaration seems to 
suggest that HRE should aim at shaping a Human Rights world, where 
human rights overlap with other dominant cultures and become a glo-
balised doxa.

Rather, HRE should aim at empowering people to become active 
members of a world where they can contribute to interpreting human 
rights. Namely, HRE should not foster a global cultural dictatorship of 
human rights; it should give to world citizens the means to challenge 
human rights through critical thinking and possibly (but not neces-
sarily) accepting and interpreting them within local meanings and 
understandings. HRE should in sum be a liberating process; it should 
allow people to look critically at their world and the world (Bajaj 2011; 
Bajaj et al. 2016; Spring 2000). As analysed by Gerber (2011), the 
DHRET neither offers a path of implementation, nor does it suggest 
which educational approach would better suit the fulfi lment of HRE 
goals. Therefore, the understanding of which pedagogical approach 
could better facilitate participants’ consideration and negotiation of 
their local reality must be directed towards educational theories that 
have provided similar frameworks.

Historically, there has been a great debate on the relationship 
between students and teachers and on the role that the curriculum 
should play in that relationship. Two main paradigms (or metaphors) 
of this educational relationship exist: I call the fi rst the authoritative 
model and the second the progressive model. In the authoritative 
model, the educational authority (the teacher) teaches passive stu-
dents what the ‘right’ answers are. The process mostly happens in a 
credential-based setting where students’ knowledge is examined by 
checking the appropriateness of their answer against what has been 
transmitted to them. In this model, some people, the knows, possess 
a knowledge that they share with some others through teaching, the 
know-nots (Sfard 1998). This model has been associated with a formal 
setting (the school) (Beckett and Hager 2002; Colley et al. 2002; Eraut 
2000) and has been widely criticised for having limited potential to 
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awaken students’ creative imagination by those scholars (see below) 
who addressed the issue of how education should help students fi nd 
their own answers to the problem posed.

The second, progressive model argues that knowledge is produced 
by the teachers and the students together. They engage in a dialogic 
participatory process in which the authority is in neither the curriculum 
nor the teacher, but is in the process that engages students and teach-
ers in the investigatory dialogue. This model has its roots in the Socratic 
maieutics that engaged people in learning through dialogue, helping 
them to think for themselves, to fi nd their own solutions (Ellerman 
2006; Nussbaum 1997).

Socrates’ pedagogy activated students’ own energies in solving 
problems, rather than transmitting truth to them: Socrates was not 
interested in a process that would help fi ll a passive mind with store 
of knowledge; he wanted to facilitate the circumstances that would 
eventually help students realise what they could change, produce, cre-
ate (Coburn 1968). Rousseau critiqued the authoritative model, arguing 
that transformative processes cannot be initiated by teaching students 
to respond as the teacher wants in order to escape punishment or extort 
reward (Rousseau [1762] 1979). Rousseau’s Romantic reaction to the 
educational paradigms spurred during the Enlightenment period found 
a valid metaphor in Abrams’s (1971) metaphor of the mirror and the 
lamp. The authoritative-mirror model is a narcissistic act of the teacher, 
an act of amour-de-soi in which the teacher has a precise idea of how 
the student should be and strives to change him or her. In the progres-
sive-lamp model, the teacher’s amour-propre allows an inversion of the 
educational process, with the teacher ready to learn from the students 
(Rousseau [1762] 1979).

More recently, two authors have widely contributed to an under-
standing of what meaning should be given to education in the frame-
work of the progressive approach: John Dewey and Paulo Freire. Dewey 
([1916] 1966) was very critical of the authoritative method because of 
its limited transformative potential. In Dewey’s understanding of active 
learning, students would develop their own perspective on the world, 
owning the results of what they produced: the development of their 
personality. The role of the teacher, then, is to change the structural 
conditions where the educational relationship happens so that students 
have the opportunity to become able to independently help them-
selves. Even a benevolent teacher approaching education authorita-
tively would oppress students by forcing their liberation, by violating 
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their autonomy, fundamental in their process of self-realisation (Dewey 
[1916] 1966; Dewey and Tufts 1908).

Amongst the various authors that dealt with the problems of pro-
gressive education, Freire (1970) is the one who most explicitly dealt 
with power relationships, framing the work of the educator as facilitat-
ing a process of liberation from oppression of hegemonic social pow-
ers. Dewey also dealt with political issues, especially in discussing how 
education can contribute to the quality of democracy that people enjoy, 
but he did not provide an analysis of the power relations involved in the 
educational process as clearly and powerfully as Freire did. Freire (1970, 
1973, 1995) engaged very critically with authoritative models (in his 
words, ‘transmission models’) of education that aim at making people 
fi t in the world, rather than giving them the means to change it. His cri-
tique was driven by the idea that authoritative approaches serve the pur-
pose of reproduction of the existing cultural hegemony. He argued that 
similar ‘banking’ approaches to education – that ‘deposit’ knowledge in 
the students’ heads – create automatons rather than full human beings; 
they regulate the way students will see the world so that they will then 
fi t into the system, after having been passively imposed upon with what 
they need to adapt themselves to the world. Rather than unleashing 
participants’ potential to change their social reality, banking education 
contributes to the reproduction of both the status quo that generates 
it and its power structures, and serves the narcissistic purposes of the 
teachers (who, considering the students to be absolutely ignorant, justify 
their own existence in fi lling that void of knowledge) (Freire 1995).

Freire suggested that students should instead be confronted with the 
social problems that matter in their local reality. In ‘problem-posing edu-
cation’ (as Freire called it), the teacher waives the narcissistic role of truth-
provider and becomes an educator who both allows students to break 
taboos and name problems, and facilitates critical argumentation, debate 
and conversations. When the world appears to those who name it as a 
problem, Freire argued, it requires of them a new name, a solution. The 
educator and the students together challenge those ‘limit-situations’, as 
Freire (1970) calls them – obstacles to the realisation of full human beings 
that are suddenly understood by individuals as such – that emerge from 
a critical analysis of the social reality, and fi nd in the world new ideas, 
concepts, values and hopes.

In this process, the role of the educator is critical. Educators must 
facilitate the discovery, targeting and reaching of internal aims, of par-
ticipants’ goals. To do so, they must accept their role of learners; to 
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Freire, humility and ability to listen are fundamental traits of a prob-
lem-posing educator and those are intrinsically linked to the facilitator 
understanding himself or herself as a learner in the interaction with the 
participants. The educator’s task is challenging, because the oppressed 
tend to step back and ask the educator to give them answers; they feel 
that their role is that of listeners, waiting to be guided, to be told what to 
do to get rid of their oppression. The class generates a tension of power 
that might tempt the educator to seek self-realisation by instructing 
students, rather than engaging in a dialogue with them. Educators must 
resist that temptation, Freire argued, and facilitate the passage from 
naïve to critical thinking, increasing participants’ ability to problematise 
the challenges of their times (Freire 1973). Critical thinking is immersed 
in temporality, in the actions that it generates in the community that 
produces it by perceiving reality as a process, as transformation, rather 
than as a static entity that cannot change. The process is liberating and 
revolutionary at the same time.

Liberating problem-posing education allows people to imagine new 
possible courses of action and new realities that diverge from the con-
solidated social status quo. Rather than being a process of accommodat-
ing the future to the past, education has the power to utilise the past as 
a resource to develop the future, reconstructing past experiences and 
conceiving them differently for the future. That critical experience of 
alternative courses of action is exactly the task of a liberating problem-
posing education: it unites the people to cooperate against their oppres-
sion (which is not necessarily incarnated in one or more persons, but 
could be represented by structural socio-economic, political, essential or 
existential conditions) (Freire 1970).

Boal (1979, 1995) further developed Freire’s work and structured 
a set of practical pedagogical techniques called the ‘theatre of the 
oppressed’. His pedagogy has been widely used by development 
practitioners to foster community empowerment (Espskamp 2006). 
The purpose of Boal’s theatre is to promote social change by ques-
tioning the current status quo. The theatre of the oppressed does so 
by overcoming the divide between actors and audience: the audience 
act and discuss what happens on the scene (Meisek 2004). Through 
theatre, in their quality of simple actors, participants are free of their 
daily social roles and can address responsibilities towards other com-
munity members without fear of any retaliation. In accusing men of 
domestic violence on the stage, for instance, an actress is asked to do 
so in the role she is playing but, at the same time, both opens up the 
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fl oor to the discussion of that practice and shows to the community 
that she has the ability to name responsibilities. Other techniques of a 
Freirian pedagogy include debates in small groups, creative drawings, 
role-playing games where participants swap social roles, and others 
(see, for instance, Mayo 1999).

Problem-posing pedagogy allows participants to share with other 
class members feelings and individual perspectives that would not 
emerge publicly in normal life and that can give voice to silent oppres-
sions: feelings and perspectives that participants have never come 
to understand as such or that are social taboos. Freire (1970, 1973), 
in sum, argued that problem-posing education has the potential to 
liberate people from the social oppression of the status quo that the 
current educational system – ‘conservative education’ – perpetuates 
by shaping oppressive relations of power. Conservative education 
merely replicates patterns of knowledge to protect the present status 
quo in the future. The future fades out of the horizon, disguised as a 
mere reappearance of a new past entrenched in the same relations of 
power (Freire 1970, 1973).

Cultural anthropology comes to the assistance of problem-posing 
education in giving a further understanding of the relation between 
existent cultural hegemonies and uneducated oppressed people’s 
lack of capability to imagine different realities and work towards their 
implementation. Appadurai (2004) has called the capacity to bring the 
future back into its place the capacity to aspire. His theory resonates 
with Freire’s in suggesting that education can challenge an oppressing 
social status quo. According to Appadurai, the ‘poor’, the economically 
disadvantaged, lack capacity to exercise their voice and debate. Thus, 
they strive to contribute to decisions affecting collective social life and 
cannot but subscribe to norms that exacerbate their inequality. Their 
voice is muted by cultural regimes, since they do not possess the edu-
cational background to exercise the capacity to engage social, political 
and economic issues in terms of norms, doctrines and ideologies. They 
struggle to strengthen their capacity to change the dynamics of con-
sensus in their social worlds. The poor, in the terms of Appadurai (the 
oppressed, as Freire would call them), cannot aspire to an alternative 
life because they do not possess the capability to imagine it. While rich 
people enjoy a wider fi eld of possible experiences and can more easily 
understand the links between a large range of means and ends, those 
who have less are in a worse position to explore different realities, since 
they lack the material goods and the immediate opportunities to learn 
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how to produce ‘justifi cations, narratives, metaphors, and pathways 
through which bundles of goods and services are actually tied to wider 
social scenes or context’ (Appadurai 2004: 68).

In Appadurai’s terms, poverty infl uences people’s capacity to aspire, 
to imagine alternative courses of action. The poor lack capacities, voice 
and chances to exit the cycle of oppression that perpetuates itself. That 
capacity, however, can be developed through education. Appadurai did 
not detail a pedagogic approach on how education could do so, but 
Freirian education can provide a valid pedagogical framework. On the 
other hand, Appadurai helps make sense of the reasons for people’s 
conforming behaviours with oppressive cultural hegemonies, and helps 
understand how problem-posing education can create the conditions 
for people to liberate themselves from that oppression. The Freirian 
approach to education, where facilitator and participants build the truth 
together and critically deconstruct the status quo, helps participants in 
conceptualising problems and issues of the current status quo and in 
challenging them. Problem-posing education can then give voice to 
participants by enlarging their horizon of opportunities and experiences, 
and by unleashing their capacity to aspire.

Freire’s (1970) problem-posing approach offers an important frame-
work for HRE for two reasons. First, it allows an understanding of the 
power relations involved in the educational process, analysing how a 
liberating process necessarily requires the educator to refuse the power 
that ‘oppressed’ students offer to her (or him) while asking her (or him) 
to liberate them (a process in which, Freire argued, they have to engage 
together) (Freire 1970). As seen earlier, awareness of a similar power 
relation is fundamental to avoid superimposing human rights values 
over local understandings of the world.

Second, problem-posing education allows participants to analyse 
social problems that matter for them and fi nd possible moral-political 
solutions that can result in political actions of social change, realising 
the potential of HRE to challenge local social practices that threaten 
the respect of community members’ human rights. HRE practitioners 
and scholars of international development have been calling for sim-
ilar approaches to education in development that facilitate the condi-
tions for the creation of internally driven motivation for social change 
(Ellerman 2006; Rodin 2012). Some commentators found in Freirian 
problem-posing education a valid educational framework (see, for 
instance, Claude 1999, 2000; Koenig 2001; Lohrenscheit 2002; Marks 
1983; Print et al. 2008; Suárez 2007; Tibbits 2002).
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However, not many scholars have addressed the issue of locating 
HRE within nonformal settings and focused on how HRE could inte-
grate school curricula. The failure to recognise the potential that nonfor-
mal HRE can have in building a critical understanding of human rights 
knowledge, while participants explore the conditions that foster just or 
unjust social circumstances in their setting (Bajaj 2011; Meintjes 1997), 
represents a critical gap in HRE literature. HRE can (and I later argue 
must) engage the community as a whole – including adults who pos-
sibly never went to school, as may frequently happen in rural Africa – in 
the reconsideration of social practices that involve all members and not 
only those participating in a school programme. In addition to adopting 
a Freirian approach, HRE should have the fl exibility of nonformal edu-
cational approaches.

Nonformal education is non-credential based, practical, learner cen-
tred and with a delivery system that is environment based and often 
associated with out-of-school activities (Fordham 1993). It usually 
presupposes a conscious educational effort (at least on the side of the 
educator); it is oriented to the development of the individual and/or 
the community; it is often voluntary and funded by a third party; and 
it makes use of various participative pedagogic techniques that allow 
the participants and the educator to construct critically the knowledge 
together (Bacquelaine and Raymaekers 1987). Nonformal pedagogy 
engages participants in active discussions, it is fl exible both in the con-
tent and in the setting, based on listening to participants’ needs, and 
admits detours from pre-existing planned structures following learners’ 
needs and understandings. Nonformal pedagogy allows participants to 
critically engage together in the analysis of the topic, by unleashing cre-
atively critical perspectives on it through the use of various techniques 
(e.g. drawing, theatre, games). It offers participants the means to inves-
tigate other participants’ understandings of the topic and generates the 
opportunity for them to become aware of others’ human emotional 
responses to a given problem. Due to its fl exibility and its being cen-
tred on participants’ needs and understandings of the world, nonformal 
education can help frame a human rights curriculum that incorporates 
the ‘familiar’ without preventing learners from imagining alternative 
social relationships (Allen 1992; Chanda 1999; Council of Europe 2007, 
2009; d’Engelbronner-Kolff 1998; Flowers et al. 2007; Hudeki 2008; 
Kardam 2009; Mahruf et al. 2006; UNESCO 2006).

Nonformal problem-posing HRE can offer a valid pedagogical 
approach to help participants fi nd connections to human rights, by 
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allowing them to critique, discuss and debate those rights and their 
implications in the life of their community, dismissing them or recognis-
ing them as part of local understandings of the world. The purpose of 
nonformal problem-posing HRE should be to work with the pre-existing 
understandings that participants bring with them. If this is ignored, it may 
fail to grasp the new information that participants are exposed to (or they 
may learn it for the purpose of the class but revert to their preconceptions 
in their daily life). Its Freirian pedagogical approach should pose prob-
lems that matter to participants, offering them an opportunity to recon-
sider current social structures and reframe the future. Truth should be 
built together with participants, starting from participants’ understanding 
of the world. HRE can thus be understood as a process that, critically 
presenting human rights to participants, solves participants’ problems for 
participants’ purposes, by questioning, thinking and testing new knowl-
edge until the solution is part of participants’ life.

Avoiding authoritative approaches that would make participants 
conform to a global cultural hegemony of human rights, problem-pos-
ing HRE offers participants a key to critique the social status quo, a 
perspective to analyse it. That perspective is the human rights frame-
work that participants themselves translate into local terms and that 
they ground within their local understandings of the world. In offer-
ing participants the tools to visualise and problematise social change, 
problem-posing HRE has the potential to empower participants, mak-
ing them protagonists of their own development. As the next section 
argues, nonformal problem-posing HRE is inscribed within a particular 
understanding of development.

A HUMAN DEVELOPMENT FRAMEWORK FOR 
HUMAN RIGHTS EDUCATION

Problem-posing HRE offers to the ‘poor’ and ‘oppressed’ the opportu-
nity to develop the ability to raise publicly their concerns and to become 
protagonists of their social reality by participating in the construction 
of newly envisioned societies that HRE helped them conceptualise. 
Sen (1999) defi ned human development as the process through which 
human beings challenge their social reality by (and with the goal of) 
expanding their and others’ capabilities and freedoms. He criticised 
other, ‘narrower’ views of development for mistaking so-called devel-
opment (e.g. the growth in the gross national product or the level of 
industrialisation of a country) for one of the many means necessary to 
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widen the freedoms and capabilities that members of a society enjoy. 
Material wealth, Sen argued, is a limited measure for development 
because it does not necessarily result in widening people’s freedom 
and enabling them to live a life that is meaningful to them. Tradition 
and authority, for instance, can play a role in subjugating people’s will 
(with brutal coercion in the case of authority or by impacting on peo-
ple’s inner motivations in the case of tradition), enforcing social behav-
iours that go against people’s human rights and human development 
(Sen 1999).

Human development theory suggests that members of local com-
munities should be given the opportunity to become full, active protag-
onists of the processes that shape their social, political and economic 
reality, rather than being simple recipients of banking development 
programmes that frame that future in a pre-made, imperialistic under-
standing of it (Sen 1999). Sen argued that education would play a key 
role in human development. In his work, he recognised that educa-
tion should be about ‘helping children to develop the ability to reason 
about new decisions any grown-up person will have to take’ (Sen 2007: 
160), but he did not offer in detail an understanding of what pedagogi-
cal approach could better serve this purpose. As seen earlier, problem-
posing HRE can contribute to similar processes of reconsideration of 
local realities and create an opportunity for participants to widen the 
quality and quantity of freedoms they enjoy. The connection between 
HRE and human development is further tightened by Nussbaum’s 
(2011) understanding of development.

Nussbaum’s ‘capabilities approach’ is rooted in Sen’s human devel-
opment theory. She analysed in detail what capabilities are, how social 
forces can limit or create opportunities for people to attain them, and 
the connections between them and human rights. Nussbaum (2011) 
classifi ed capabilities in three categories: basic capabilities (the innate 
equipment of individuals necessary to develop other capabilities: for 
instance, the imaginative potential); internal capabilities (suffi cient 
conditions for exercising a function: for instance, the ability to use a 
language); and combined capabilities (the internal capabilities plus the 
external conditions that make the capability a real, existing life option). 
Public policies and development programmes should promote com-
bined capabilities by supporting the development of internal capabili-
ties and by making available the necessary institutions and material 
conditions   needed for their development (Nussbaum 2011). Human 
rights represent a minimum threshold of external conditions granting 
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human beings the combined capabilities they need to help orient their 
life. They set a logical unity that orientates the capabilities approach 
in framing a set of central, fundamental capabilities. Nussbaum (2011) 
identifi ed 10 of those central capabilities. As a tool for human develop-
ment, HRE should help participants develop the capabilities they need 
to actively challenge their social status quo. Amongst the central capa-
bilities identifi ed by Nussbaum, I suggest that three should be consid-
ered particularly relevant to this aim:

1. Practical reason.  Being able to form a conception of the good 
and to engage in critical refl ection about the 
planning of one’s life.

2. Affi liation.  (A) Being able to live with and toward oth-
ers, to recognise and show concern for other 
human beings, to engage in various forms of 
social interaction; to be able to imagine the 
situation of another [. . .]. 

  (B) Having the social bases of self-respect and 
nonhumiliation; being able to be treated as a 
dignifi ed being whose worth is equal to that 
of others.

3. Control over  [. . .] Being able to participate effectively in
one’s environment.  political choices that govern one’s life; having 

the right of political participation, protection 
of free speech and association.

(Nussbaum 2011: 33, 34)

The development of freedoms and capabilities is the main goal of 
human development. Problem-posing HRE education has the poten-
tial to engage participants in critically analysing their social status quo 
and helping them develop the capacity to refl ect on their individual 
and social life (practical reason); understand each other’s concerns and 
engage together towards a solution for those concerns that respects 
everyone’s dignity (affi liation); and to change politically their social 
reality if they deem that necessary (control over environment). Both 
Sen and Nussbaum insisted on the role that education should have, 
without offering examples of praxis that could help practitioners in the 
fi eld to implement human development programmes at the grassroots 
level. Due to its critical nature and its potential to help participants 
contextualise human rights within local understandings of them, HRE 
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seems to offer a model of practical implementation of human develop-
ment, a praxis that can help participants reconsider social practices that 
hinder their human development. HRE then connects human rights 
and human development by using the former (and their local interpre-
tation) to attain the latter.

In this process, HRE can represent a revolutionary tool of human 
development because it leaves to community members the responsibility 
to decide together by themselves the direction of their own development. 
It creates the conditions for participants to generate inner motivations 
for change that Ellerman (2006) identifi ed as critical for the long-lasting 
impact of development programmes. Ellerman (2006) explored transfor-
mative approaches to development, suggesting that ‘indirect’ approaches 
are the most viable solution because they allow people to be the pro-
tagonists of their own development, ensuring long-lasting motivations 
and sustainable goals. Direct approaches that substitute the goals of the 
development agencies for people’s own goals resulted in ‘unhelpful help’. 
For instance, people would do what they were told (e.g. use mosquito 
nets) because they were driven by external motivations (being paid for 
doing so). As the external motivation stopped, people would interrupt 
the externally motivated behaviour. This form of development is unhelp-
ful because it overrides self-help capacity with social engineering or with 
benevolent aid, what Dewey ([1916] 1966) called oppressive benevolence.

An indirect approach to development offers people the means to 
become protagonists of their own development; ‘helpers’ willing to take 
on proper development programmes, Ellerman (2006) argued, should 
focus on the agency aspects of it: development should help self-help, 
should respect the subject’s autonomy to take their own decisions 
about what is best for them. Benevolent aid programmes, in contrast, 
undercut self-help capacity by overcontrolling and manipulating the 
actions conducted by the subjects of development, the ‘doers’ (Ellerman 
2006). Ellerman suggested that if the doers do something only to satisfy 
conditionalities and receive aid from the helpers, then the motive will 
falsify their actions: they will do something only to receive further assis-
tance rather than having in mind the improvement of their local reality. 
The helpers should not replace the doers in the development process 
by providing motivations or teaching right answers; they should not 
solve the subjects’ problems, either. Helpers, instead, should enable the 
doers to engage critically with their local reality, facilitating the doers’ 
processes of exploration of local problems and possible answers by 
fi nding internal motivation for change and assuming responsibilities 
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for the changes implemented. Autonomy-respecting help is indirect in 
its approach because it helps the doers to problematise the status quo 
and to fi nd, implement, test and refi ne possible solutions.

Although Ellerman built his theory looking critically at those of 
many others (including Dewey and Freire), as Sen and Nussbaum 
did before, he did not provide a constructive understanding of how 
education can become a tool of indirect development. HRE draws on 
human development theory and Ellerman’s indirect approach by giv-
ing to community members the tools to engage critically with their 
local reality while assigning to them the role of protagonists in the 
process. The indirect potential of HRE can result in the creation of 
inner motivations for change through the critical analysis of human 
rights and the analysis of their reality from the human rights per-
spective. Participants can discover human rights-consistent or incon-
sistent social behaviours and can act to change them, if necessary. 
Social behaviours, however, are fostered by social practices and norms 
regulating the existing social status quo. Changing those behaviours 
would then mean changing the social practices that regulate them 
and the social norms behind those practices.

COGNITIVE AND SOCIAL CONSTRUCTIONS OF THE STATUS QUO

Human development theory recognises ‘tradition’ as a possible source 
of unfreedom, but does not offer a critical understanding of how tradi-
tion is constructed and reproduced in human communities. Social norm 
theory and constructivism help fi ll this gap in that the former provides 
a framework to understand how behaviour is socially constructed and 
reproduced (and thus how it can be challenged); and the latter makes 
sense of how experience of the world infl uences the understanding indi-
viduals make of it (and thus how new experiences that come through 
HRE can change that understanding).

As seen earlier, problem-posing human rights education can create 
a space in which local communities might challenge that ‘tradition’ by 
problematising their social status quo. Social practices, and the norms 
that regulate them, are the expression of and contribute to reproducing 
that status quo. Challenging the status quo, then, means unveiling and 
challenging social behaviours replicating those norms and support-
ing the status quo. On the other hand, experience shapes how human 
beings understand the world. Capacity to aspire, to visualise a different 
social status quo, can be fostered by different experiences that change 
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how participants understand their life. Cognitive processes of learning 
explain how experiences infl uence behaviour. Thus, as argued in this 
section, to be effective, an HRE programme must allow participants to 
generate new mental schemata that help them challenge local social 
norms and the process where those norms are learnt, namely, in their 
original community of practice.

Communities of Practice

Human communities make sense of reality by constructing meaning 
socially. Community members learn in their daily life how to behave 
and act according to the norms in place within the community. This 
learning is double layered: to be accepted and accorded full member-
ship, young ‘members’ must yet learn how to behave. On the other hand, 
they must learn how to show to other members that they have learnt 
how to behave. This daily process of social learning in which newcom-
ers learn from old members happens in what Lave and Wenger called 
a community of practice (CoP) (Lave and Wenger 1991; Wenger 1998). 
To become full members of a CoP, newcomers must be recognised by 
old members as able to behave like them, to speak in the same way and 
about the same things they speak. Amongst other case studies, Lave 
and Wenger analysed a community of photocopying machine repair-
ers. While repairing a photocopying machine, the experienced worker 
talks about the epic wars he fought against terribly old photocopying 
machines. The apprentice, in that moment, is not only learning how to 
repair a photocopying machine, she is also learning how to talk and 
behave like an expert repairer so that, with time, she will be able to 
show to the old members of the community that she deserves to be 
considered a full member of that community.

Lave and Wenger defi ned a CoP as having three characteristics: fi rst, 
members of a CoP share a domain of interest, implying a commitment 
to that domain and to the gaining of certain competences that differ-
entiate members from non-members. Second, they share key resources 
(stories, tools, experiences, material resources) through time and, third, 
they enjoy sustained interaction in the community. Defi ning the locality 
of a CoP, Wenger (1998) argued that cities or entire offi ces cannot be con-
sidered as such: in doing so, one would overlook the disconnectedness 
that characterises the CoPs, due to the main practices that are involved 
in those communities. Viewing a nation as a CoP would ‘miss crucial dis-
continuities among the various localities where relevant learning takes 
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place  ’ (Wenger 1998: 124). At the same time, however, Wenger argued 
that CoPs are above all about ‘living meaningfully, developing a satisfy-
ing identity, and altogether being human’ (1998: 134). However, I argue 
that Lave and Wenger’s theory can be used to analyse behaviour-learning 
processes within small rural communities as CoPs. Small rural communi-
ties (like the one that was the object of this research) satisfy the criteria 
set by the theory as they fall into the midlevel category that characterises 
CoPs (neither a narrow group of people gathering with the purpose of 
carrying out a specifi c activity, nor a broad social group including mil-
lions of members). In small rural communities, members share, fi rst, the 
same domain of interest (e.g. by living in the community, interacting 
with the others and defending the community from external aggression). 
Second, they share key resources: legends, family stories, anecdotes as 
tools through which community members frame their social identity and 
negotiate their roles as newcomers or old members. Third, they share 
sustained mutual relationships and ways of engaging in doing things 
together. In a small rural community, children (the newcomers) have to 
learn to behave like the old members (the adults) and hence they have to 
reproduce the social behaviours fostered by the adults. Newcomers learn 
by daily experience the social norms in place in a given CoP and how to 
put them into practice.

Social Norms

Social norms theory and schema theory together are useful for ana-
lysing individual and social transformative processes of Freirian prob-
lem-posing education. Social norm theory offers a framework where 
situated learning theory can be inscribed, helping make sense of the 
process through which old members, legitimating newcomers’ full par-
ticipation, protect the social status quo: only those who act in accor-
dance with social norms and practices existing in the community are 
granted full membership, recognition of adulthood by the elders. The 
others might face exile or social derision: for instance, a child needs to 
learn that defecating cannot happen in public as he or she did when 
a baby; learning the behaviour will save him or her from social deri-
sion. However, this process can be problematic in human develop-
ment terms because those social norms and practices in place might 
reproduce patterns of power that hinder certain members’ participa-
tion in decision-making processes or that impact negatively on their 
human rights. Problem-posing HRE as a tool for human development 
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should then give communities the means to challenge those norms and 
unleash their capacity to aspire to different social realities, empowering 
both newcomers and old members and engaging them in the critical 
discussion of the social norms in place.

Social norms are informal non-codifi ed norms, beliefs about beliefs of 
others mainly formed by experience and very little by direct instruction. 
In the UK, social norms include, for instance: wearing black clothes at a 
funeral, not breaking into the queue, not having sexual intercourse with 
a sibling and shaking hands with people when meeting them (Elster 
2007). Human beings follow a social norm because they believe that 
others will do so. A deliberative action makes us realise the reasons for 
what we are doing, but until that very moment we just follow a default 
rule learnt within a social context, without the need to understand it. A 
community punishes informally the transgression of social norms with 
a behaviour (shame, gossiping, isolation, exile) that generates a feeling 
of guilt in the transgressor and enforces adherence to the norm. A large 
part of social behaviour is built upon conformity with similar social 
norms (Bicchieri 2006). The way they are formed and enforced has very 
little to do with deliberation and much more through following behav-
ioural rules. When we fi nd relevant similarities between the current 
situation and others experienced in the past, we adopt cognitive short-
cuts heuristically, that is, we follow default rules stored in our memory. 
When we are challenged by a new situation, instead we try to adopt an 
appropriate behaviour, acting according to those who possess our char-
acteristics: we try to act ‘normal’ (Bicchieri 2006; Lamberts and Shanks 
1997). The way we understand what is considered normal behaviour 
is by interpreting the world and transforming those interpretations in 
knowledge. Social norms and cognitivist theories help explain the cog-
nitive and social factors that infl uence how people behave ‘normally’ 
and how they learn from others what normal behaviour is.

Schema Theory

Connectionist theory in cognitive science uses simple neural network 
models as a metaphor to explain the way knowledge is stored and acti-
vated when needed. The metaphor is as follows: interactive linkages 
between neurons form networks, schemata or mental structures that 
store knowledge and patterns of action. Those schemata can at the same 
time be habituated and open to novelty (Strauss and Quinn 1997). This 
cognitive interpretation of mental processes, called schema theory, is 
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context sensitive in that mental structures and associations are con-
nected through experience and the understanding of those experiences 
that a person makes of the world that surrounds him or her. Recent 
neurological research seems to confi rm this model by suggesting that, 
although the genes encode the structure of the brain, neuronal con-
nections are mainly determined by experience that an individual has 
in a determinate cognitive and social environment and are grouped 
together in ‘semantic neighbourhoods’ (Huth et al. 2012; Quartz and 
Sejnowski 2002). Social norms theory can adopt schema theory to show 
how shared normative beliefs infl uence daily behaviours and can be 
altered by making new experiences and knowledge or by re-evaluating 
past assumptions.

Schema theory of cognition has been adopted by anthropolo-
gists who argued in favour of the contextual dimension where the 
formation of those schemata happens. If we relocate the examples 
given above into a non-Western context, those social norms might 
not apply any more: in Japan people wear white clothes at funerals, 
in Saudi Arabia a man is not supposed to shake a woman’s hand 
when they meet, and personal experience suggests that in Italy 
breaking into the queue is considered more or less doable. By inter-
acting among each other and with the world that surrounds them, 
people come to share a common base for communication and action 
(Strauss and Quinn 1997). Of course, there can be divergent thinkers, 
due to the variations within any society in socially shared schemata. 
These variations are caused by the differences in how different pasts 
of different individuals weigh in rendering some inputs more signifi -
cant than others. Connectionist models like the one described above, 
however, concede that schemata do not screen out any new knowl-
edge but, instead, admit that new experiences can lead to noticing 
a schema-inconsistent behaviour (and therefore changing it) or to 
overriding old associations, creating new schemata that supersede 
the older ones (Bloch 1998; Strauss and Quinn 1997). Stable shared 
meanings, overarching mental schemata (Strauss and Quinn 1997), 
interact in the creation of a social norm. Cognitive schema theory, 
then, helps us understand why social norms are context dependent: 
preferences and beliefs are sensitive to situational cues and to one’s 
interpretation of those cues offered by the specifi c given context. A 
person categorises those cues into scripts that – once activated – 
prompt belief and preferences that, in turn, activate behavioural rules 
and norms (Bicchieri 2006).
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The way individuals make sense of their reality together has a pro-
found effect on institutional performance (Chong 2000; Elster 2007). 
Structural effects of context-learnt social behaviours cannot be dis-
missed as temporary, since they have been shown to be remarkably 
persistent (Jennings and Niemi 1981) and change very slowly over gen-
erations (Nisbett et al. 2001; Putnam 1973). This is not to say that all 
people behave in the same way within a community: people covering 
different roles in the family or the community might behave very differ-
ently (Hofstede 2001). However, members of the same human commu-
nity tend to have profound behavioural similarity and social conformity 
(Bednar et al. 2010; Bednar and Page 2007). Social behaviours might be 
slow to change because they play a central role in orienting the life of 
human beings in social communities. Within a community that shares 
a context there are certain social norms that must be learnt to become 
a full community member. Also, newcomers must be able to show they 
have learnt those social norms and are able to conform their behaviour 
accordingly. Rather than being deliberate or conscious, this process fol-
lows cognitive paths described by the schema theory, where norms and 
behavioural rules (often in place for the good of the community itself) 
are followed, seeking conformity rather than a rational choice. How-
ever, new mental schemata can be developed following new experi-
ences. A new context or a different view of the same context (e.g. from a 
human rights perspective) can generate mental schemata that override 
or clash with the previous ones, raising awareness of the social norm. 
Where before there was a simple adherence to a social norm (wear-
ing black clothes at a funeral), experiencing the existence of a different 
behaviour (wearing white clothes at a funeral) or the critical refl ection 
on the norm (why are we wearing black clothes at a funeral?) trans-
forms the previous unconscious adherence into a conscious behaviour.

The process through which individuals gain new perspective on 
social behaviours (and possibly include behavioural alternatives in their 
understanding of them) does not necessarily result in the adoption of 
a new behaviour or a new social norm. For new cognitive schemata to 
become social norms, a public discussion is required since the fact that 
a norm is needed (or perceived as such) does not bring it automatically 
into force; an intervention, a breakthrough is often necessary to change 
a social norm, that is, to connect new individual schemata into a public 
acknowledgement of those schemata (Elster 2007). For this reason, cog-
nitive schema theory and social norm theory are both important in the 
understanding of how community members can renegotiate local social 

5567_Cislaghi.indd   395567_Cislaghi.indd   39 14/08/17   4:46 PM14/08/17   4:46 PM



40 Some Useful Concepts to Rethink Development Practices

practices. Since it is society that shapes the sense individuals make of 
reality, society must legitimate a new understanding of the same reality. 
Within the social norms framework, unleashing capacity to aspire means 
giving people the opportunity to pay attention to new cues, to recon-
sider social norms in place through discussion, to question together the 
social status quo and possibly change it through deliberation. That is, to 
publicly reframe the social meaning of reality.

Social norms are built upon beliefs and expectations and represent 
a way in which a society makes sense of itself: in wearing black clothes 
at a funeral, people identify and recognise themselves as members of 
the same community, they appreciate being part of the same social 
group. They show that they know what is expected (or, better, what they 
believe is expected) from them and how to meet those expectations. 
Social norms then contribute to reproducing the status quo until they 
are challenged. They regulate social relations (shaking hands, saying 
‘bless you’ after someone sneezes) as much as, for instance, social hier-
archies (‘hazing’ and ritual abuse within army groups, gender gaps in 
average salaries). Social norms can contribute to reproducing or draft-
ing power relations that have a strong impact on people’s participation 
in the decision-making process (fundamental to human development).

Freire did not offer a model of how people come to reframe the 
world. He believed they did, and he highlighted the importance of the 
fact that people re-understand – rename – the world through education, 
although he did not explore the details behind processes of individual 
reconfi guration of the social reality (Freire 1970, 1973, 1995). Schema 
theory helps fi ll that gap in that it shows possible ways in which peo-
ple cognitively come to include what is peripheral, exceptional or weird 
into the horizon of acceptable possible behaviours. What is exceptional 
is reformulated by experience into a new understanding of the same 
reality, into new schemata that condition what is considered ‘normal’ 
by individuals. However, cognitive schema theory does not explain 
how individuals frame social behaviours. Social norms theory helps in 
making sense of how an entire community negotiates new acceptable 
behaviours, integrating as such the social aspects of the diffusion of the 
new knowledge built through problem-posing education. Human rights 
education can offer to participants new perspectives from which they 
can challenge social norms that are protecting an unjust social status 
quo. Having vernacularised human rights in their local context and hav-
ing gained the capabilities to act socially, participants have the potential 
to identify human rights-inconsistent practices and renegotiate them in 

5567_Cislaghi.indd   405567_Cislaghi.indd   40 14/08/17   4:46 PM14/08/17   4:46 PM



Rethinking Development Interventions 41

class, fi rst, and then at the community level. Through HRE, participants 
in class (and members in the community) together critically uncover 
dynamics and practices that limit or hinder human development of com-
munity members and renegotiate relations amongst them in terms, as 
suggested by relevant literature, of gender and power relations in primis.

GENDER ROLES AND SOCIAL CHANGE

Problem-posing HRE offers participants the opportunity to look criti-
cally at their social reality and act for change. Human development 
theory argues that for social change to happen, two processes must 
be in place. First, individuals have to explore what social practices or 
behaviours in place in their community they understand as unjust and 
desire to change. Second, they need to be actively able to participate in 
the political process where the discussion about changing those prac-
tices happens (Sen 1999). In a small rural community, men and women 
could raise their concerns in the existing decision-making processes 
in the family and the wider community. However, Sen and Nussbaum 
suggested that women’s participation in the decision-making processes 
can be hindered by gender roles regulating what freedoms are acces-
sible to them (Nussbaum 2000, 2011; Sen 1990, 1995, 1999). The nature 
of those roles must be examined, then, analysing if HRE can help par-
ticipants shape new understandings of them that include wider free-
doms and capabilities.

Feminist literature helped build a theory of gender roles as socially 
constructed. A similar perspective emerged particularly with de Beau-
voir, whose work was symbolised by her declaration that ‘One is not 
born, but rather becomes, a woman’ (de Beauvoir 1973: 267). Feminist 
scholars analysed the pervasiveness of the (so-called) cultural infl u-
ence on how babies are treated in accordance with their perceived gen-
der, giving credit to theories of gender identity as socially constructed 
rather than biologically determined (for an experimental study see, for 
instance, Fausto-Sterling 1985, 1987). Nussbaum (2000) also argued 
in favour of the social construction of gender, taking up Mill’s ([1869] 
2008) point that the ‘nature’ of women is the artifi cial result of forced 
repression. It is because gender roles and relations are socially con-
structed that it is possible for community members to renegotiate them, 
addressing the issues of inequality that HRE might help them identify. 
By helping participants problematise their social reality from a human 
rights perspective, problem-posing HRE can help participants analyse 
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what stands out to them as an important theme linked to gender roles 
in their community.

However, it is important to understand what structural factors play 
a key role in the social construction of gender roles, to make sense of 
how participants in an HRE programme might come to challenge them 
and against what possible structural counterforces. Engels (1902) sug-
gested that men’s desire to guarantee their family future access to their 
resources (land above all) impacts on the way they distribute those 
resources to their sons and their daughters, arguing that the latter will 
not receive any because they will leave the family of origin. Drawing 
on his and Marx’s theories, Marxist anthropologists have looked at 
unequal bargaining power as infl uenced by relations of production that 
tie community members, shape uneven access to resources and impact 
on the different distribution of labour amongst men and women. 
The way labour is distributed amongst men (‘productive’ labour) and 
women (‘reproductive’ labour) shapes their different access to resources 
that are key for their bargaining power in the household and the com-
munity. Unequal access to resources in turn hinders women’s political 
bargaining power, hence limiting their possibilities for challenging that 
distribution of labour (if they are willing to do so) (Benerìa 1979; Ben-
erìa and Sen 1981; Boserup 1970; Meillassoux 1991; Nussbaum 2000).

Besteman (1995) identifi ed two key factors through which women’s 
independence was controlled in sub-Saharan Africa: access to land and 
marriage patterns. Access to land has a high gender component in sub-
Saharan Africa (partly due to the effects of colonial land reforms) and 
dialectically infl uences and is infl uenced by distribution of labour. Espe-
cially in areas following Islamic inheritance laws (e.g. Senegal), women 
are likely to receive less land than their brothers (or even none) (Bos-
erup 1970). The amount of land possessed impacts not only on the pos-
sibility of self-subsistence for a person (land means food) but also on 
the ownership of the highest revenue-generating asset (Agarwal 1995). 
Unequal access to land hence puts men in a strong bargaining position 
with their wives, who without their husbands would struggle for their 
(and possibly their children’s) economic subsistence. Women, excluded 
from accessing key resources and from productive labour, are put in a 
role of subjugation to men that limits their political capability and free-
dom to challenge roles and relations (Cliff 1984; Sen and Grown 1987).

The second factor that fosters women’s subjugation in sub-Saharan 
Africa is marriage patterns. While advanced industrial economies seem 
to experience a considerable reduction in the costs of living alone, poorer 
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countries rely on marriage as a way to commit parties to a continuing 
economic relationship that is mutually benefi cial (Kevane 2004). House-
holds are effi cient places to produce services, generate children and make 
investments (Weiss 1997). Marriage, however, is not always voluntary. 
Child and forced marriage (CFM) has been studied as a gender-based 
infringement of the fundamental human rights of girls and women. The 
practice has serious health and social implications for children and con-
tributes to creating conditions of sexual abuse and violence in marriage. 
The phenomenon impacts on the lives of many women, the childhood 
of whom can be put at risk of being exposed to physical and psychologi-
cal traumas (Ouattara et al. 1998). In being forced into child marriages, 
women are treated as assets needed for family reproduction in order to 
guarantee a productive labour force (Meillassoux 1991).

Limited bargaining power connected to gender distribution of 
labour is not only infl uenced by access to key resources. Different allo-
cation of labour in one generation follows pre-existent social structures 
that shape the possible domain of choices limiting the freedoms of the 
people living in a given community. Gender distribution of labour is 
sustained by social norms enforced via their internalisation; since they 
are children, community members learn to conform with norms that 
assign to members of different genders different roles and places in the 
community (Kevane 2004). The social norms model helps make sense 
of why, in conditions of poverty, gender distribution of labour replicates 
itself even when being socially counterproductive. Take the example of 
a community in which men have little land and hope that their wives 
might go into the labour market and contribute to household income, 
or in which they would like to hire other men’s wives to cultivate their 
land. Even if husbands individually found it preferable to withdraw 
from the norm regulating gender seclusion, they might fear the long-
term social consequences of breaking the collusive equilibrium (Kevane 
2004). Norms of gender labour therefore reproduce themselves genera-
tion after generation not only as a response to daily challenges, but also 
partly following patterns of pluralistic ignorance; that is, based on the 
lack of a place to express members’ individual desire for change.

Gender identity is socially constructed and refl ects the particular 
needs and views of the society where it is generated. This construction 
has a correlation with gender distribution of labour, can result in patters 
of domination and oppressions linked to different access to key resources, 
and is protected by a status quo that defends itself through role models, 
social expectations and what is referred to as ‘culture’ (Mukhopadhyay 
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1995; Sweetman 1995). HRE has the potential to challenge similar social 
constructions and activate members towards a more just status quo. 
However, the problem is who should be the social actors of that change 
(i.e. who should HRE empower): in the case of a women-driven libera-
tion, that might generate men’s resistance; in the case of a men-driven 
liberation, that liberation might be fi ctitious because it would be led by 
the oppressing powers that could then re-establish the social order on 
powerless women who are not aware of their political potential. Aware 
of this problem, practitioners in the fi eld have suggested to ‘men-stream’ 
gender, that is, to include men within development programmes aiming 
at empowering the community as a whole (Chant and Gutmann 2002). 
Chant and Gutmann (2002) argued that, without men, the social impact 
of development projects aiming for women’s empowerment would 
be hindered, a recommendation that still echoes often in more recent 
literature (ICRW and Instituto Promundo 2007; Jewkes et al. 2015). 
Approaches to development that only work with women might fail in 
their attempt to challenge traditional resistances at community level. In 
the worst scenarios, these approaches might aggravate the hostilities 
between men and women at community level and result in the sabo-
tage of the actions aimed at improving women’s life conditions. Also, 
‘women-only’ approaches would not respond to the problems linked 
with a loss of men’s social roles that would be linked to their insecurity 
and marginalisation. Freire (1970) also argued that for the I to emerge 
in an educational relationship, the non-I must be present to represent 
the different. The non-I directs the observation towards the self, towards 
phenomena that previously went unobserved or inconspicuous. In 
problem-posing education, what existed before (but was not perceived 
in its deeper implication) stands out with powerful strength. Develop-
ment projects should, therefore, aim at empowering communities holis-
tically, by including people of both genders amongst the benefi ciaries of 
their work. HRE programmes should then help men and women look 
critically together at social practices in place in their communities that 
are infl uenced by gender roles. In doing so, HRE can unveil unbalanced 
relations of power in the household and the society that relegate women 
to the role of followers of male authority, meeting the priority of human 
development theory that identifi es women as key fi gures for promoting 
social transformation and bettering the lives of both men and women 
(Nussbaum 2000, 2011; Sen 1995, 1999).

An analysis of the processes through which women can attain lib-
eration through problem-posing education has been brought forward 
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by Belenky et al. (1986), who developed a theory of women’s silence as 
being framed by gender relations observed in the family and the com-
munity during their childhood and, dialectically, as shaping the way 
men’s and women’s biases over women’s intellectual and social capaci-
ties are created. Women (uneducated women in particular) are kept 
from the talking because others do not consider them (and they do not 
consider themselves) capable of contributing to intellectual discussions. 
Women have no opportunities to develop public speaking skills and 
to demonstrate, to self and others, the erroneousness of those biases. 
Belenky et al. (1986) talked of women that felt deaf and dumb, unaware 
of the potential of their intellectual capacities. Silent women develop 
language but they do not cultivate the capacity of representational 
thought; that is, they do not experience the power that words have in 
developing thought. Silent women learn that they have a place to hold 
in the family and that maintaining that place is fundamental to their 
survival in the family. While experiencing the self as powerless, silent 
women see authorities as all-powerful. Following authority as such is 
a matter of survival; knowing the reasons for doing what they are told 
to do is not perceived as important (or, in certain cases, even possible). 
The women studied by Belenky et al. (1986) learnt to accept a subju-
gated role modelling the unequal gender relations between their moth-
ers and their fathers. The same authority that subjugated their mothers 
had control over them: those women reported incest, abandonment, 
beatings and yet none of them mentioned rebellion. In the voice/silence 
metaphoric analysis of unbalanced household relations, men are the 
speakers, the subjects, the decision-makers, the unquestionable author-
ity and women are the listeners, the objects, the decision-followers. 
Studying the processes through which women move from silence to 
speaking, Belenky et al. (1986) argued that problem-posing education 
can better help silent women to discover a talking self. Engaging them 
in the process of thinking and dialoguing, the teacher-midwife opens 
the thinking process to silent women and asks them to contribute. In 
discovering their talking capacity, silent women learn to discover them-
selves as thinkers, they recalibrate the potentialities of their self and 
enlarge the horizon of their possibilities (Belenky et al. 1986). Participat-
ing in problem-posing HRE programmes, silent women can develop a 
voice and join the men in their liberation and the empowerment of the 
entire community.

Programmes that empower women have been widely criticised 
by both cultural relativists and anti-feminists: the former argue that 

5567_Cislaghi.indd   455567_Cislaghi.indd   45 14/08/17   4:46 PM14/08/17   4:46 PM



46 Some Useful Concepts to Rethink Development Practices

programmes of empowerment cannot appeal to universal norms of 
justice among gender, as such norms do not exist; the latter appeal to 
the argument that empowerment programmes can be disempowering 
in the long run because they can threaten men’s role in the commu-
nity. I respond to both concerns, showing how human rights has the 
potential to be used in the non-Western world and how the capability 
approach offers a framework to do so while empowering male and 
female community members together. HRE programmes should aim 
at empowering the community as a whole, inviting participants of both 
genders to make sense together of human rights in local terms and 
to contextualise an analysis of gender roles within that new perspec-
tive. They should challenge those power dynamics that relegate silent 
women to the role of listeners. Those power dynamics, fostered by 
existing social norms, are not necessarily visible or consciously shaped, 
as I have shown. In the last century, the contribution of those scholars 
that studied power dynamics led to conceptualising various models 
that help to explain why and how people conform to an unequal social 
status quo that keeps them subjugated to others, and why they might 
not problematise that status quo as unjust.

POWER DYNAMICS IN SOCIAL REPRODUCTION

HRE has revolutionary potential because it can help participants recon-
sider their social status quo, challenging gender roles that limit their 
human development. Sen was widely aware of the fact that human 
development processes (such as the one fostered by HRE) challenge 
existing social roles and relations; for that reason, he focused in his 
work on the importance that democratic participation plays in human 
development to challenge ‘tradition’ (Sen 1999). Both he and Nussbaum 
understood ‘traditional’ gender roles as potentially infl uencing what 
women understand as personal interest (Nussbaum 2000, 2011; Sen 
1995, 1999). Women’s misperception of their self-interest, Sen argued, 
combined with ‘traditional’ beliefs and concern for family welfare, 
might foster and sustain ‘traditional’ inequalities: ‘the underdog comes 
to accept the legitimacy of the unequal order and becomes an implicit 
accomplice’ (Sen 1990: 126). However, he did not offer an analysis of 
the conservative processes through which society protects and repro-
duces its inequalities from one generation to the other. He did not con-
ceptualise the way in which ‘tradition’ infl uences people’s perception of 
their self-interest. Sen offered a framework for development that would 
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require connecting it with other theories approaching aspects on which 
he was not an expert, as in the case of educational theories (which I did 
earlier), or that he underestimated, as in the case of theories studying 
power and confl icts framing social relations (Walker and Unterhalter 
2010). Social norm theory partly helps explain how ‘traditional’ harmful 
behaviours are kept in place by community members, but alone does 
not offer an adequate framework for understanding how people’s inter-
ests clash or meet, infl uencing or constraining their behaviours recipro-
cally. In other words, to make sense of the role that HRE could play in 
challenging unjust social norms, we need a framework of power that 
can explain how unequal social dynamics protect and replicate those 
social norms.

In particular, a holistic understanding of the different forms in which 
power can be exercised is necessary to make sense of how tradition (or 
deeply entrenched social norms) can impact on gender roles so that 
community members comply with the status quo even in conditions of 
inequality. Gaventa (2006) has developed a holistic understanding of 
power as having three dimensions – visible, hidden and invisible – draw-
ing on the contributions of other less recent theories (including Freire’s 
understanding of non-consciousness of deprived groups). There are 
countless theoretical explorations of what power is and how it works 
in the literature. I use Gaventa’s framework because it offers a concrete, 
usable model to analyse how power infl uences the way in which peo-
ple act, think and behave. His theory also allows combining discussion 
of power with the other theories I use: social norms theory, cognitive 
schema theory, problem-posing education, and human development 
theory.

Visible power relates to the dynamics involved in overt decision-
making; that is, the power of A over B to make B do something that 
B would not have done without the intervention of A, who mobilises 
superior bargaining resources. This classical view of power draws on the 
literature that studied it as a vital feature in understanding how peo-
ple accord their behaviour to other people’s will and why: Rousseau, 
Hobbes and Machiavelli, to cite some, were mainly concerned with 
how issues of power infl uenced the social actions of individuals. In the 
second half of the 20th century, scholars who studied power became 
increasingly interested in the work of Weber (Weber et al. 1947) and 
later Dahl (1961), who looked at power as domination led by economic 
or authoritarian interests, as the capacity of an individual to infl uence 
the actions of another individual or many others so that they would 
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act against their natural preference. In particular, Weber (1968) became 
interested in understanding the social legitimation of people’s domina-
tion over other people and found it in three different forms of authority: 
legal, traditional and charismatic. The forms of authority Weber iden-
tifi ed offer a good framework to analyse visible power, suggesting a 
consideration of how different authorities (legal, traditional and charis-
matic) in a community can intertwine to reproduce the status quo that 
HRE might challenge by constructing it overtly in the decision-making 
arena. In detail, obedience to legal authority is owed to an impersonal 
system, the dominance of which is grounded on a set of rules believed 
legal by society. The authority of the system extends to the persons 
that exercise an offi ce by virtue of those rules, as in the case of a prime 
minister or a police offi cer. Obedience to traditional authority, instead, 
is owed to a person, the dominance of whom is grounded over ruled 
people’s belief in the sanctity of immemorial traditions, as in the case 
of the elders of a community. Under traditional authority, subjugated 
groups do not challenge domination, even when it produces inequali-
ties. Obedience to charismatic authority, fi nally, is owed to exception-
ally charismatic leaders by virtue of personal trust in their revelation, as 
in the case of a prophet, a shaman or other fi gures possessing special 
powers (Weber 1968). Weber’s work might offer a framework to under-
stand how different authorities in a rural community exercise power 
over weak sectors of the population to reproduce the status quo. Similar 
forms of authority are part of the sphere of visible power as they justify 
the direct intervention of A over the behaviour of B. Visible power can 
be studied when access to the decision-making arena is relatively open 
(or considered accessible to all) so that power can be analysed by see-
ing who participates and who wins and loses within the political arenas 
(Gaventa 2006). The empowerment that might follow after a problem-
posing HRE programme could hence impact on the relations amongst 
community members in the visible political arena, empowering weaker 
members in the decision-making process.

Hidden power is the power to exclude certain topics from the politi-
cal agenda or participants from the decision-making arena. It is the 
power of A to construct barriers against the participation of B, through 
non-decisions or mobilising biases that hinder B’s participation. Similar 
dynamics of ‘non-decision-making’ power emerged from the analysis of 
the critics of Weber’s work, who suggested that power relations are not 
only about deciding, but also deciding what is acceptable to be decided. 
Bachrach and Baratz (1962), while agreeing on the existence of the fi rst 
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dimension of power analysed by Weber and Dahl, expanded the analy-
sis of power to a second dimension: the capacity to create social and 
political values and institutional practices that limit agenda-setting to 
issues comparatively innocuous to the power holder. Under Bachrach 
and Baratz’s work, power came to be understood as overt (decision-
making) and covert (non-decision-making, agenda-setting). The covert 
dimension of power is exercised by the ‘mobilisation of biases’ (a term 
that Bachrach and Baratz took from Schattschneider 1960). Ruling elites 
mobilise bias to build game rules that play in their favour and repro-
duce an advantageous social and political status quo or by discrediting 
the legitimacy of the actors that threaten that status quo. Hidden forms 
of power can be analysed by looking at who controls the subjects for 
discussion brought within the political arena and who does not par-
ticipate in various layers of the decision-making process. Forms of dis-
content outside of the political arena can also become a tool to analyse 
hidden power (Gaventa 2006). A problem-posing HRE programme has 
the potential to help participants raise their voices, bringing up topics 
and challenges that were previously excluded from the political agenda. 
HRE could thus give participants an opportunity to change the balance 
of hidden power built through mobilisation of gender biases. To do so, 
however, participants in HRE should fi rst unveil those biases and the 
system that created them: invisible power dynamics.

Invisible power was studied by Gaventa (1980), drawing on the work 
of Lukes (1974), who took Bachrach and Baratz’s analysis further, and 
has its roots in Marxist analysis of the pervasive power of ideologies 
and cultural hegemonies (on which Freire also drew in his approach to 
education) as, for instance, studied by Gramsci (1972). 

In the work of Lukes that inspired Gaventa, invisible power was 
understood as the power of A to infl uence or shape the consciousness 
of B about inequalities, through control of information (Lukes 1974). 
Other than being decision and non-decision-making, Lukes argued 
that power includes the ability to insert in people’s minds interests 
that are contrary to their good, contrary to their ‘real’ interests. Biases 
are not only mobilised, they are also created by the dynamics in place 
in this third dimension of power, are diffi cult to see and identify by 
those who try to do so, and at the same time are under the infl uence of 
those dynamics. Ruling elites, according to Lukes, possess the power to 
implant in people’s minds interests contrary to their own good. Gaventa 
(1980) reviewed Lukes’s understanding of power, studying the reasons 
for people’s quiescence under glaring conditions of social inequality. 
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He found that the main purpose of power is to prevent certain sectors 
of the population from participating in decision-making and to obtain 
their passive agreement, their mute compliance, to the social status quo. 
In the initial work of Gaventa, invisible power was controlled through 
the processes of communication and information transfers. Those pro-
cesses infl uence meanings and patterns of actions that make B believe 
and act her own good in a way that benefi ts A and that B would deem 
contrary to her own good if not subjugated by the social elite. As a 
PhD student, Gaventa (1980) developed his initial framework of power 
under Lukes’s supervision, and his initial work is open to the same criti-
cisms. Their tripartition is unsatisfactory in certain respects because it 
does not understand power as a dispositional concept but focuses only 
on the exercise of it; it concentrates simply on the exercise of power 
over someone (to force her to act against her will) as a coercive negative 
force, while power can also be productive and compatible with dignity, 
and it offered a binary understanding of power relations, while power is 
likely to be multifaceted. This last criticism seems the most solid to me. 
Gaventa and Lukes focused on power as agency, ignoring postmodern 
approaches that instead pointed in the direction of power as structure: 
oppression exists without oppressors, as in ‘regimes of truth’ dominated 
by unquestioned assumptions about the social reality (Bourdieu 1977; 
Foucault 1991). The most serious critique of this aspect of Gaventa’s 
and Lukes’s work was brought forward by Hayward (2000), who argued 
in favour of an understanding of power as social boundaries enabling 
or limiting the freedoms of social actors (an approach that links well to 
human development theory, social norms theory and Belenky’s theory 
of silent women).

Refl ecting on similar issues to those suggested by Hayward’s work, 
Gaventa (2003, 2006) drafted a more comprehensive understand-
ing of invisible power that includes both understandings, as structure 
and agency, and as such intertwines with social norms theory, Freire’s 
understanding of oppression and Sen’s analysis of tradition as a source 
of ‘unfreedom’. In his more recent work, Gaventa also offered a solution 
to the issues coming from understanding invisible power as hindering 
people’s real interests: what one’s real interest is, is diffi cult (or even 
impossible) to say, even for the bearer of that interest. Gaventa (2006) 
instead conceptualised invisible power as shaping the ‘socially accept-
able’: what people think that others expect from them (the link with 
social norms theory is evident), similarly to what Freire (1970) did when 
arguing the negative effect of the internalisation of oppression. For the 
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purpose of the analysis brought forward, then, invisible power includes 
the dynamics by which people comply with the dominating hegemonic 
ideology and behave in accordance with unequal social norms that hin-
der their human development. To empower community members for 
their own development, HRE programmes should foster their political 
potential by challenging the forms of power that hinder that develop-
ment. In challenging local norms of decision-making, participants in 
HRE might unveil invisible power relations regulating gender roles and 
relations that could keep certain segments of the society from accessing 
and exercising hidden and visible powers (thus protecting and repro-
ducing the status quo).

Gaventa (1980, 2006) called this power-challenging dynamic of 
social change the process through which the powerless emerge from 
quiescence (or abandon false consciousness) and become participating 
political actors. Sen would look at it as a key process of human devel-
opment, and Freire would defi ne it as the dynamic of coscientisation 
(development of critical consciousness) and political mobilisation of the 
oppressed and the oppressors that together reframe the status quo.

The power framework analysed in this section helps understand two 
processes of social change. First, it contributes to making sense of the 
way in which human beings can join together in analysing their social 
reality from a human rights perspective to unveil invisible sources of 
unfreedoms that hinder their human development or threaten their 
human rights. Second, it helps understand the dynamics of their public 
mobilisation for change that might follow the initial process of coscien-
tisation. HRE has the potential to empower local communities in chal-
lenging roles of silence constructed through structural invisible power 
dynamics and enhancing members’ capacity to demand and obtain 
respect for their human rights in the political arena.

CONCLUSION

In this chapter, I suggested that human rights can be used as a tool for 
development in the non-Western world, given their relative universal-
ity and their potential for being contextualised in local understandings 
of the world by actors at the grassroots level. Problem-posing HRE can 
be the tool for this process of critical vernacularisation because it can 
unleash new participants’ perspectives on themselves and their social 
setting. In doing so, problem-posing HRE becomes a tool for human 
development since it offers participants an opportunity to expand the 

5567_Cislaghi.indd   515567_Cislaghi.indd   51 14/08/17   4:47 PM14/08/17   4:47 PM



52 Some Useful Concepts to Rethink Development Practices

capabilities they need to become politically active in reframing their 
status quo. To do so, they might have to challenge pre-existent social 
norms that act as sources of unfreedoms by isolating and segregating 
parts of the society. Problem-posing HRE, by expanding participants’ 
sets of capabilities and unlocking their capacity to aspire, must offer 
them the means to renegotiate those social norms and the tools to 
reconfi gure the social structure of the community. Through new expe-
riences, participants develop new understandings of their local reality 
and the social norms regulating behaviours in it, which might in turn 
impact on the way participants adhere to the existing social practices 
and collaborate to review them publicly.

In this process, gender roles and relations play a key role, due 
to how they can limit or facilitate access and participation in the 
decision-making processes of a community, and should therefore be 
taken into consideration by HRE programmes. Those gender roles and 
relations can be structured by invisible power relations entrenched 
within social norms of non-participation in decision-making. Partici-
pants of both genders should then join the analysis of local norms 
and practices regulating, also, their gender roles and power relations. 
After the programme, the impact of HRE in unleashing social change 
processes should be analysed in all the three dimensions of power 
that intertwine in shaping and reproducing the social status quo of 
the community.

We have identifi ed key characteristics of problem-posing HRE 
programmes aiming at human development by creating a system 
of theories for their application. In the next chapters, the reader will 
notice that I used this framework as a model to analyse social change 
dynamics linked to HRE classes and leading to human development 
of community members.
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Chapter 3

MODERNISATION AT WORK: SENEGAL, 
TOSTAN AND THE FULڋE

INTRODUCTION

We could not try to understand the changes happening in Galle Toubaaco 
as it went through the CEP without an understanding of both the 
Senegalese context at large, and the ethnic group that people living in 
the community identifi ed themselves with. I obviously also owe to the 
reader a critical description of the Tostan programme, with its strengths 
and limitations. This chapter analyses the emergence of the human 
rights discourse in Senegal, the current status of ratifi cation of interna-
tional human rights conventions, and the human rights violations in the 
country against which human rights activists advocate. The adoption of 
human rights law represents a jurisprudential legitimation for the HRE 
programme. On the other hand, the emergence of the human rights dis-
course in Senegal helps understand how participants might have made 
sense of human rights in their local reality (e.g. as something completely 
new or something heard before).

Second, the chapter looks at current Senegalese human develop-
ment issues, with particular reference to gender issues, decision-making 
processes and other human rights-relevant practices in the country. The 
dynamics fostered by HRE are likely to intertwine with wider contextual 
factors: local gender roles and relations may, for instance, be infl uenced 
by wider traditional roles or, instead, by national processes of social 
change that challenge those traditional roles.

Third, the chapter examines Tostan’s HRE approach in Senegal by 
looking at history, pedagogy and limitations of the programme. This 
analysis helps make sense of its intended structure as created by the 
NGO and its actual delivery in the rural community of Galle Toubaaco.

Finally, the last section gives an understanding of the traditional 
characteristics of the Fulܦe ethnic group in Senegal. In the process of 
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vernacularisation, HRE interacts with the values in place that can be 
infl uenced by how a community understands and preserves those val-
ues on the basis of its (perceived) ethnic identity and the need to pro-
tect it. The section therefore analyses the threat posed to Fulܦe’s ethnic 
identity by the ‘Wolofi sation’ process coming into being and how the 
Fulܦe in Senegal respond to it by showing resistance to change and 
adherence to local traditional values that they deem contribute to defi n-
ing their ethnic identity.

SENEGAL: GENDER, DECISION-MAKING AND 
HUMAN RIGHTS CHALLENGES

Scholars’ interest in the country of Senegal has often focused on the role 
it played in the fl ows of slavery trade that started in the 15th century, 
when the Portuguese fi rst, for a brief period, and then the French for a 
much longer time, controlled the region (Der Thiam and Gueye 2000; 
Ralph 2015; Sako 1998). Senegal became an independent republic and 
was politically structured following the French presidential model in 1960 
(Ka 2001). Since its independence, four presidents succeeded in lead-
ing the country: Léopold Senghor (1960–81), Abdou Diouf (1981–2000), 
Abdoulaye Wade (2000–12). Elections in 2012 saw the victory of the cur-
rent president Macky Sall.

A population of 12.7 million live in the Republic of Senegal, 52 per 
cent of them women. The population is relatively young: the average age 
is 22 years old, and about half of the population is under 15 years old 
(World Bank 2013). Many ethnic groups live in Senegal, who entered 
the region through different waves of migrations (Der Thiam and Gueye 
2000; Ralph 2015). The Wolof are the biggest ethnic group; their language 
is used as the lingua franca amongst members of different ethnic groups. 
The Fulܦe are the largest ethnic minority. Peaceful relations amongst dif-
ferent ethnicities are reinforced by inter-ethnic marriages, peaceful coex-
istence of different religious communities and the tradition of ‘friendly 
banter’: ‘poking fun at the names and physical characteristics of others’ 
(CERD 2012: 3), a practice that contributes to reinforcing social cohesion 
and inter-ethnic harmony (Gellar 1995; Gueye et al. 1995; Sako 1998).

Senegal is a fairly politically stable country. Since its independence, 
no coups or mass-scale human rights abuses have been registered. 
However, there are a number of notable challenges to the govern-
ment’s stability and citizens’ security. In 2007, people’s food security 
was seriously compromised by a series of severe droughts that endan-
gered the production and sale of basic nutrients. The crisis particularly 
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hit those households prominently relying upon subsistence agriculture 
only. Riots were widespread in the country and menaced its stability. 
Wade, president at that time, blamed the UN and, in particular, the 
Food and Agric  ulture Organization, claiming it failed to control the 
soaring price of food (Boccanfuso and Savard 2008; Zounmenou 2008). 
At the beginning of 2012, more unrest hit Dakar in the weeks immedi-
ately before the presidential elections. Wade’s government had banned 
demonstrations, in violation of the right to freedom of expression and 
assembly, and security forces used force against demonstrators, some 
of whom were killed. Tensions were eased after the victory of President 
Macky Sall.

Human Rights

International human rights norms are included within Senegalese 
national law (see Tables 4.1 and 4.2). Senegal both included the trea-
ties as pieces of national law and made reference to them within its 
local jurisprudence (Heyns and Viljoen 2001). The 2001 Senegalese 
constitution, for instance, affi rmed Senegal’s adherence to the Uni-
versal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), the Convention on   the 
Rights of the Child (CRC), the Convention on the Elimination of All 
Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) and other human 
rights treaties (Constitute 2012). A rule of interpretation included in 
Senegalese law requires that domestic jurisprudence must be inter-
preted as much as possible in conformity with human rights treaties 
(Heyns and Viljoen 2001). Tables 4.1 and 4.2 summarise, respectively, 
some of the international human rights instruments and the African 
legal instruments ratifi ed by the Government of Senegal that are rel-
evant for the research.

Table 4.1 Selected international human rights instruments ratifi ed by the Republic 
of Senegal

International human rights instrument Date of ratifi cation

International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 13 February 1978

International Covenant on Economic, Social and 
Cultural Rights 13 February 1978

Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination 
against Women 5 February 1985

Convention on the Rights of the Child 31 July 1990

Convention concerning the Prohibition and Immediate Action 
for the Elimination of the Worst Forms of Child Labour 1 June 2000
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Table 4.2  Selected African human rights instruments ratifi ed by the Republic of Senegal

African human rights instrument Date of ratifi cation

African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights 21 June 1981

African Charter on the Rights and the Welfare of the Child 29 September 1996

Protocol to the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights 
on the Establishment of an African Court on Human and 
Peoples’ Rights

10 June 1998

The government established a Senegalese Human Rights Committee 
whose powers were extended in 1997 and that was asked to publicise 
human rights through advocacy. The committee was also requested to 
draw the attention of the authorities to human rights violations and, 
where appropriate, to propose measures to end them; to issue opinions 
or recommendations in all matters relating to human rights; and to sub-
mit an annual report to the president on the situation of human rights 
in Senegal (United Nations 2011a).

However, even if the Government of Senegal has ratifi ed a fair 
number of human rights instruments and put in place an appropriate 
committee, human rights advocates insist that there are major abuses 
and challenges that need to be urgently addressed by the government. 
Activists claim that currently there are a few main human rights issues 
that the Government of Senegal should urgently address. The fi rst is 
the threat to freedom of expression posed by pre-electoral State mea-
sures: Malick Noël Seck, for instance, was imprisoned after asking the 
Constitutional Council in writing to refuse Wade’s candidacy for a third 
term. He was released shortly after, though, following ex-President 
Wade’s pardon (Amnesty International 2012). The second concern is 
the use of torture in detention: police forces are said to have covered up 
cases of torture as prisoners’ suicides. Third, the confl ict in the south-
ern region of Casamance – opposing the national army and the Mou-
vement des Forces Démocratiques (MDFD) – has been the theatre of 
many human rights violations and abuses. On top of those, the recent 
amnesty granted by erstwhile President Wade to all members of the 
MDFD deprived the victims of any hope of justice (Amnesty Interna-
tional 2012). The fourth reason of concern for human rights activists 
is the large-scale homophobic discrimination taking place in Senegal, 
which puts seriously at risk the physical and mental health of those 
engaging in same-sex relationships. Finally, activists are concerned 
with the exploitation and abuse of the young Talibé: students of the 
Qur’an aged 4–12 years who are forced to beg in the streets of Senegal, 
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whose health is seriously compromised by the violence of their masters 
and the poor health conditions of their daily life (Amnesty Interna-
tional 2012; Human Rights Watch 2012).

Despite these challenges, however, Senegal is attaining good results 
in other areas of human development and human rights. There is wide-
spread consensus, for instance, on the progress that the country has 
made in terms of good governance, development of infrastructure and 
gender equality (AFDB 2010; Mbow 2009; UN 2011).

Gender Roles and Relations

Women’s roles in the family and the society in pre-colonial Senegal 
varied much and according to their ethnicity: while they had con-
sistent political power in the Wolof society, they did not have equal 
access to public decision-making processes in the Fulܦe ethnic group 
(Creevey 1996; Diop 1989). It has been suggested that Islam impacted 
on women’s role by granting them a higher level of freedom compared 
with the fundamentalist movement of the Arab world, although it rel-
egated women to a position of second-class citizens (Creevey 1996; 
Gellar 2005). The economic transformations envisaged and driven by 
the French during their colonial rule increased work and responsibili-
ties for women, while men could enjoy a new economic status, enter-
ing the newly created socio-economic hierarchy. These two historical 
events (the advent of Islam and the French colonisation) contributed 
in shaping an issue of social gender inequality: at the end of the colo-
nial era, women had less access to education and fewer chances to be 
hired for a job, and they were unlikely to own land, to be politically 
represented and to be appointed to offi ces in government (Creevey 
1996; Sow 2003).

Since independence, secular forces have promoted the idea of 
separating religion and laws as two distinct fi elds infl uencing citizens’ 
life. First, in 1972, President Senghor passed a Family Code (strongly 
opposed by the Muslim orthodox brotherhoods) that provided a turn-
ing point for women’s rights. The Code restricted some Islamic free-
doms and was meant to improve the condition of women (e.g. divorce 
was introduced together with the option of legally declaring one’s mar-
riage as monogamist). On the other hand, the Code allowed citizens to 
choose whether to follow Qur’anic dispositions on certain matters – for 
instance, inheritance (which could be unevenly split) – fostering gender 
discrimination. Creevey (1996) noted that the Code legalised the status 
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of women as ‘second-class’ citizens (e.g. according to the Code, the man 
was seen as the head of the family, having the right to decide where the 
family would live; and women could take a job only with the agree-
ment of the husband). The adoption of the Code caused angry reactions 
both between the marabouts (local religious authorities), who declared 
the Code contrary to the Qur’anic principles regulating family relations, 
and the feminist groups, who claimed that it relegated women to an 
inferior status (Creevey 1996).

In 2007, Wade’s government reviewed the Civil Law and passed a spe-
cifi c law on gender equality for electoral lists (approved some months 
before the 2007 legislative elections). Mbow (2008) has argued that 
this action was an effort to destabilise any coalition that could threaten 
Wade’s parliamentary majority. Whatever the reasons, though, the 2007 
Civil Law represented a milestone in the struggle for gender equality. 
The 2007 Civil Law, other than emphasising, in various places, gender 
equality and women’s rights to purchase land and personally manage 
their properties, granted to women the right to seek a job without need-
ing their husband’s written consent (United Nations 2011a). In the last 
10 years, the ratio of the female to male working age population actively 
engaged in the labour market grew and became higher than in many 
high-income countries, including Spain, Greece and Italy. Compared 
with the fi rst years of the Republic, the political representation of women 
rose signifi cantly, reaching levels of political representation that are not 
yet met by some developed countries (Kassé 2003).

Yet, gender inequality is still a major issue in Senegal. The Gen  der 
Inequality Index (GII) is one of the indicators adopted by the United 
Nations Development Programme (UNDP) to measure levels of human 
development in different countries. The GII is determined mainly by 
three factors: health (maternal mortality ratio and adolescent fertility 
rate); empowerment (female and male population with at least sec-
ondary education, and female and male shares of parliamentary seats); 
and labour (level of female and male labour force participation) (UNDP 
2010). Senegal’s GII (0.521 in 2015) is relatively low, especially due to 
gender differences in access to education (UNDP 2016; UNESCO 2001; 
UNICEF 2009b). Although in recent decades women living in urban 
areas have become more and more present in the liberal professions 
(Gellar 2005), men still outnumber women in those professions, such 
as in media-related jobs and in the high echelons of administration. In 
rural areas, work is strongly gendered, with women taking responsibility 

5567_Cislaghi.indd   585567_Cislaghi.indd   58 14/08/17   4:47 PM14/08/17   4:47 PM



Modernisation at Work 59

for more and harder tasks (Seck 2007). In the urbanised areas (espe-
cially in Dakar), the ratio of girls to boys accessing secondary educa-
tion has grown exponentially (91.8 per cent in 2012) in favour of the 
girls. Women can aspire to higher professional opportunities (compared 
with to 20 years ago) and challenge traditional roles that tied women in 
to relations of economic dependence on their husbands. On the other 
hand, however, a wide segment of the population (especially in the rural 
areas) still does not enjoy access to school; less-educated women are 
seemingly more attached to family roles that keep the man as undis-
puted head of the household (Gellar 2005; World Bank 2013).

In spite of these persisting traditional roles, Gellar (2005) suggested 
that both education and modernisation are contributing to challeng-
ing norms regulating gender roles and relations. When he returned to 
Senegal 40 years after his fi rst fi eldwork, he observed the change in the 
villages he visited the fi rst time: in 1962, the meeting was dominated 
by the eldest male (the village chief) and the young men sat quietly at 
the back; women were absent from the meeting. In a later trip, in 2004, 
women were present and spoke up and were not afraid of contradicting 
the men when they disagreed (Gellar 2005).

Tostan nonformal HRE targets rural areas, where access to formal 
education is low and where gender inequality is higher (World Bank 
2013). HRE programmes in rural Senegal should take into account the 
fact that, although traditional gender roles are being relatively chal-
lenged by wider access to education and processes of ‘modernisation’, 
they might still represent a source of social injustice in terms of access 
to labour and to decision-making processes. In other words, in present-
ing participants with a set of problems that might help them challenge 
their local status quo, deliverers of HRE should take into account both 
the process of change in gender equality happening in certain areas 
of the country (that might help women participate in decision-making 
processes) and the persistence of gender roles that reproduce gender 
inequality in others.

New understandings of possible gender roles are emerging in Sene-
gal, especially (but not exclusively) in the urban areas. HRE programmes 
can look at how citizens in those areas are negotiating socially those 
new roles to understand the way in which members of rural commu-
nities might make sense of new, emerging roles in their local context, 
challenging gender relations that hinder or limit women’s access to 
local decision-making processes.
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Decision-Making and Political Structures

Rural community members’ access to local decision-making processes 
can be infl uenced by both Senegal’s administrative structure (which 
shapes people’s opportunities to participate in the decision-making 
process) and the way in which the democratic discourse is conveyed 
by national and local politicians (which might encourage or discour-
age community members from participating in local politics). Here, I 
look briefl y at both the administrative structure and the way in which 
politicians embody the democratic discourse, arguing that the latter is 
more harmful to people’s freedoms and development than the former. 
If I am right, that is, if the problem is in how people make sense of what 
is ‘democratic’ rather than the actual administrative structure in itself, 
an HRE programme would be a promising solution as it would help 
participants change local collective beliefs of who can participate and 
how, that is, existing norms regulating access to decision-making. Let 
me discuss this a little more.

The Senegalese constitution guarantees the participation of all citizens 
in public life, with no discrimination of any sort. All citizens have the right 
freely to set up associations, economic, cultural or social groupings, and 
companies, provided that they comply with the formalities laid down in 
laws and regulations (Constitute 2012; United Nations 2011a). Between 
1970 and 1980, Senegal established a multiparty system and democratic 
institutions. The 2001 constitution established a semi-presidential sys-
tem. The amendments of 2007 and 2008 established a Senate. Legislative 
power is exercised by a parliament formed by the Senate and the National 
Assembly (United Nations 2011a).

Being a republic with only four presidents in about 60 years, some 
have argued that Senegal is similar to an absolute kingdom rather than 
a constitutional republic (Mbow 2008). In spite of this, for many years 
Senegal has been considered a model of African democracy (Fatton 
1987; Gellar 1995) and some journalists still describe it as such (BBC 
2017). Recently, scholars have instead spoken of Senegal as a democ-
racy in crisis: it is politically and administratively dependent on France’s 
will, its rulers generally favour corruption rather than the country’s eco-
nomic development, and votes are often sold and bought, especially 
at the rural level (Diouf 1992; Gellar 2005; Mbow 2008). In 2011 and 
2012, the population marched against Abdoulaye Wade’s intention to 
change the article in the constitution that stopped him from running 
for a third mandate (BBC 2012b; Loomis 2012). Although Wade tried to 
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be re-elected by any means, including undemocratic or violent ones (he 
threatened the constitutional judges, repressed marches with the use of 
force, declared unlawful Youssou Ndour’s intention to be a presidential 
candidate, to cite some), he lost the elections against Macky Sall.

It is diffi cult to assess whether the results of the elections represent 
a democratic victory of the civil society (as ‘hailed’ by the US Secretary 
of State, Hillary Clinton: BBC 2012c) or simply a shift in who controls 
the most politically infl uential clientelist power factions. Shortly after 
his election, however, Macky Sall gave proof of not holding democratic 
institutions as the highest priority of his political agenda; for instance, 
suggesting the abolition of the Senate to fund fl ood relief actions in 
Dakar, a Senate that incidentally hosts a political majority hostile to 
President Sall (BBC 2012a).3 Caution in ‘hailing’ democracy is suggested 
by the long record of failures in the post-colonial African attempts to 
build democratic political systems (failures exacerbated by neo-liberal 
economies that favoured corruption and clientelism) (Allen 1995; Allen 
et al. 1992; Szeftel 2000). In looking at Macky Sall’s government as a 
shift towards a more democratic state, one should at least acknowl-
edge the different interpretations that democracy can have and its rela-
tions with neo-patrimonialist dynamics that play an important role in 
strengthening ‘weak’ post-colonial African governments (Chabal and 
Daloz 1999; Englebert 2009).

At the local level, Senegalese educated elites and the rural population 
translated and made use of the concept of democracy in very different 
ways. The Western-educated elites adapted the colonial democratic lan-
guage, creating meanings and concepts that made little to no sense for 
the majority of the population (especially at the rural level). Few Sen-
egalese during the colonial rule had exposure to modern democratic 
institutions or to free civic education (Hesseling 1985). Educated elites 
(especially those of the opposition) spoke of démocratie, mainly referring 
to free elections and political alternance (change in power). The Senega-
lese population at the grassroots level instead coined the term demo-
karaasi incorporating notions of civil liberties within traditional values 
such as collective consensus in decision-making, solidarity and mutual 
reciprocity in how resources are shared, and equality in the way fam-
ily members are treated. One of the most distinctive features of demo-
karaasi, for instance, is that rural communities come to a consensus on a 
party of choice and vote united for that party, rather than leaving politi-
cal choice to individuals (Gellar 2005). Collective voting, however, does 
not pose a problem in democratic terms in itself: individuals might have 
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an effective interest in conforming to collective voting practices. Village 
chiefs have higher bargaining power with local administrators when 
they represent the vote of an entire village and this can help them in 
obtaining support for their local communities (e.g. in terms of resources, 
infrastructure and policies). Hoffman and Gibson (2005) demonstrated 
that, in Africa, gatekeeping and patrimonialist governments where local 
authorities have higher powers of taxation resulted in a more effective 
implementation of local public services, and they suggested that this 
might be due to the bargaining relations that exist between collective 
voters and local administrators. When the administration of local public 
services is in the hands of the national government, local rural com-
munities receive minimal services due to the little accountability of the 
central government and complaint capacities of local rural communi-
ties. From a human development perspective, the problem is not with 
the voting procedure itself but rather that nobody should be forced to 
vote in a way that limits his or her freedom and coerces his or her will; 
demokaraasi, then, does not seem to pose a challenge to the life of the 
members of a rural community.

Social hierarchies in Senegal are largely based on age. In pre-colo-
nial Senegal, elders dominated family and village structures, with the 
eldest male descendant of the founder of the village inheriting the 
post of village chief. They maintained control over key resources, such 
as land, livestock, women and children. This control enabled them 
to ensure a social order dominated by limited youth participation in 
decision-making (Allen 1995; Gellar 2005). Recently, however, elders’ 
traditional roles have started to be challenged. Perry (2009) argued 
that, due to the recent neo-liberal reforms that allowed young people 
to have greater economic independence, young Senegalese Wolof citi-
zens were respecting less and less the elders’ traditional authority in the 
urban areas. In response to these ‘revolutionary’ dynamics, the elders in 
rural Senegal tried to preserve social order and traditional power roles, 
sometimes even requesting the intervention of the State and the police 
(Perry 2009). Decision-making is not only infl uenced by age factors: 
women also enjoy limited access to decision-making processes domi-
nated by male members of rural communities (Talla 1999). Although 
Senegal grants by constitution the right to vote and to participate in the 
political life of the Republic to all citizens, the way in which national 
and local politicians have embodied the democratic discourse as well as 
traditional patriarchal norms or respect for male elders have alienated 
most marginalised citizens (particularly children and women) from 
active participation in the political life of their communities.
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An effective HRE programme in Senegal should include different 
gender and age groups of local communities to guarantee an effective 
empowerment of the community and foster participation in local deci-
sion-making places. It should also help participants engage critically 
with the national and local political discourse, looking at the way in 
which they both make decisions in their villages and demand account-
ability of local elected administrators.

Other Human Rights-Inconsistent Social Practices

According to human rights activists, there are three widespread social 
practices in Senegal that are inconsistent with human rights norms: 
female genital cutting, child labour, and child and forced marriages 
(Amnesty International 2012). The government is working towards 
their abandonment; nonetheless, those practices persist.

The fi rst,   female genital cutting (FGC), is a widespread practice that 
was declared illegal by the Government of Senegal in 1999 (Rahman 
and Toubia 2000). It can seriously harm the girls that undergo it and it 
produces life-long pain that can be persistent or appear while having 
sexual intercourse. The practice is still followed mainly because of the 
much higher marriageability of cut girls compared with the very low 
chances of getting married that uncut girls have (Shell-Duncan 2008; 
UNICEF 2008a).

The second challenge, child labour, affects thousands of children in 
Senegal. The Government of Senegal also participates in the Interna-
tional Labour Organization (ILO) programmes that target child labour, 
and has promoted a jurisprudence setting the minimum age for work 
at 15 years old (and 18 years old for hazardous works). However, many 
children still work in agriculture using dangerous machinery and tools. 
Others work in cattle herding and are exposed to injury or diseases. 
Also, many children are enslaved and used as beggars (as in the case of 
the Talibé children analysed earlier) (Human Rights Watch 2010; UNI-
CEF 2009a).

Finally, CFMs are still widely practised despite the Senegalese leg-
islation aimed at ending them. Law enforcement is unsatisfactory and, 
especially in the rural areas, there can be a high incidence of domes-
tic violence. Marriages are conducted when girls are very young and, 
although they are often given the option of refusing the marriage, social 
expectations play against their rejection of the future husband. However, 
the age of marriage is slowly rising in Senegal, which might suggest a 
possible gradual abandonment over the long term (UNICEF 2001).
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Freire (1970) argued that educators that want to engage partici-
pants in problem-posing processes of liberation should be aware of 
the possible themes that might emerge in the class, and be ready to ask 
participants to express their opinions on those themes as they emerge. 
The human rights challenges that Senegal currently faces could repre-
sent, for a deliverer of HRE in a rural community, a possible agenda of 
themes that might emerge in class and that the educator (or facilitator, 
in the case of Tostan) should be ready to grasp as soon as participants 
make reference to them.

THE NGO TOSTAN: APPROACH, CURRICULUM 
AND LIMITATIONS

The NGO Tostan has been working in Senegal since 1982, implement-
ing development programmes aimed at empowering local communities. 
Tostan’s initial mission was to tackle illiteracy through education pro-
grammes within rural communities, particularly targeting unschooled 
rural women (Gillespie and Melching 2010). With time, Tostan’s mis-
sion changed and came to include community empowerment through 
wider education programmes (see Box 4.1).

Box 4.1 Tostan mission statement (source: www.tostan.org)

Tostan is a US 501(c)(3) nongovernmental organization whose mission is to empower 
African communities to bring about sustainable development and positive social 
transformation based on respect for human rights. Working primarily in remote 
regions, we provide holistic, participatory education to adults and adolescents who 
have not had access to formal schooling.

The original literacy-based curriculum was created by a cross-cultural 
team that included the founding director of the NGO and local practi-
tioners in the fi eld of education. The team who produced the curriculum 
did not start from any specifi c pedagogic theory. Rather, they worked by 
reframing the curriculum following success stories. The team interacted 
with the participants in the early stages of the programme to meet the 
needs and expectations of the local population. In the period between 
1980 and 1990, Tostan paid particular attention to participatory pro-
gramme development, involving rural Senegalese women in the process 
of revising curricula and programme activities. Curriculum development 
grew out of respect for local women’s perceptions of salient community 
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problems and learning styles. Tostan’s programme came to integrate 
interactive facilitation and an education offering composed of problem 
solving, health, literacy and management (Easton et al. 2003; Gillespie 
and Melching 2010).

In the decade between 1990 and 2000, academic research inter-
est in Tostan’s history and methodology grew and the NGO revised 
its curriculum following participants’ feedback. Engaging local facil-
itators and educators and responding to local demand, the NGO 
developed new interactive modules on democracy, human rights 
and women’s health (Gillespie and Melching 2010). According to 
scholars who researched Tostan’s history, the modules on human 
rights and women’s health raised a lot of interest in participants, 
who would link what they learnt in the programme to community 
organisation and social action (Cislaghi et al. 2016; Easton et al. 
2003, 2009; Gillespie and Melching 2010). In 1997, as a result of the 
pressure coming from participants in the HRE programme for social 
reorganisation, a rural community publicly declared for the fi rst 
time the abandonment of FGC amidst neighbouring communities, 
media and local offi cials through a public event (Easton et al. 2003; 
Gillespie and Melching 2010; Johnson 2003; Koenig 2001; Mackie 
2000; Tostan 2009b; UNICEF 2005). After the precedent set by this 
fi rst rural community, other communities began critically examin-
ing their adherence to the practice. Following the impetus gener-
ated by the fi rst public declaration on the abandonment of FGC, 
Tostan began addressing the practice from new perspectives, explor-
ing how HRE as presented in its programme might lead to retaking 
into consideration traditional social practices (Mackie and LeJeune 
2009; UNICEF 2008a).

The above chronology – other than framing the key events in the 
curricular reform – gives an understanding of how Tostan came to give 
to participants the tools to challenge local social norms, creating the 
framework for improving life in their communities together. The pro-
gramme was not created against the social practices that it claims to 
challenge. However, the step-by-step curricular reforms undertaken 
by the programme shaped the context in which a community could 
discuss social practices. Following the review of the events analysed 
above, Tostan emerged as an interesting case study to research on 
the possible connections between human rights education and social 
change.
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Human Rights Education Curriculum in the CEP

Tostan’s Community Empowerment Program lasts three years and is 
split into three different phases. The second and third phases address 
issues such as hygiene, health, literacy, maths and project management. 
The fi rst phase of the programme (called Kobi 1) introduces democracy, 
human rights and problem-solving techniques. Kobi 1 is the object of 
my research.

Tostan’s curriculum has been defi ned as participative, learner cen-
tred and built on the local ‘cultural’ features of the communities that 
participate in it (Cislaghi et al. 2016, 2017; Easton et al. 2003; Gillespie 
and Melching 2010; Welch 1995). The NGO claims that its curriculum 
is structured as such to ground its offerings in the local context; is 
designed through participatory research with participants; cultivates 
positive relationships with religious and traditional authorities (so 
as to demonstrate respect for existing values and customs); compre-
hends issues of participants’ interest; and gives participants the task 
of running the programmes and the follow-up activities (Easton et al. 
2009).

The classes are delivered by a facilitator trained by Tostan, who lives 
in the rural community for the duration of the programme and receives 
a monthly salary granted by the NGO. The rural community provides 
the facilitator with food and shelter (Easton et al. 2009). Tostan trains 
facilitators before the beginning of the Kobi 1 in a one-week train-
ing course and gives them a manual that guides them through the 
programme session by session. From the fi rst session of the Kobi 1, 
participants are asked to express hope and desires for the future of 
their villages; through these discussions they discover shared goals 
and begin to realise the transformative potential of their community 
(Tostan 2009c). In the fi rst session, participants are introduced to the 
programme and get to discuss their expectations of it. This session asks 
participants to imagine how they would like their village to be in the 
future and will serve for future reference to motivate participants’ col-
laboration and participation.

Then, in the second session, participants express their vision for the 
future of their community; they identify community goals and draw 
them on fl ip chart paper. In the third session, participants discuss every-
one’s place in the world: in their family, in the community, as well as 
in the nation and in the entire world. In this session, participants are 

5567_Cislaghi.indd   665567_Cislaghi.indd   66 14/08/17   4:47 PM14/08/17   4:47 PM



Modernisation at Work 67

invited to discuss the importance of each human being in a community 
that works for common goals. They discuss the importance of every-
one’s work in the community and link this to prevailing values through 
the use of local proverbs (e.g. Confl ict does not exist; only a lack of dialogue 
exists, or It is useless to prepare lots of rice if no one likes rice).

In the following sessions, participants discuss the organisation of soci-
ety (laws, governments and constitutions) and the purpose of democracy. 
Then, they are introduced to human rights. This set of sessions presents, 
for instance, the human right to life, the human right to be protected 
against all forms of violence and discrimination, the human right to 
health and the human right to education (Tostan 2009a). Every session 
starts with a drawing depicting a situation. Participants are then asked 
to comment on that drawing. They are often split into small groups to 
deepen the aspect examined at the beginning of the session. Classes usu-
ally follow a structured pattern, presented in Box 4.2.

Box 4.2 Standard structure of Kobi 1 classes

1. Warm-up through a dance or a game.
2. Review of last session.
3. Showing a drawing representing a human right (for instance, a draw depicting 

different people at the beginning of the session on discrimination).
4. Large group discussion on the human right led by questions such as ‘What do 

you see in this drawing?’; ‘What unites all people in this drawing, despite their 
different colours, hairs, clothes, religion, etc.?’

5. Small group discussion/game/preparation of a sketch following a discussion.
6. End of the session with a dance or a game.

The facilitator triggers the participation of everyone through small 
games and active skits. The programme as described in the manual 
makes use of a series of different pedagogical techniques (see Table 4.3), 
aimed at enhancing participants’ interaction, debate and participation.

The manual asks the facilitator to invite participants to be critical 
about what the facilitator is saying. Participants are always invited to 
engage in the fi rst person with the human rights content under discus-
sion. These suggestions are in line with Freire’s critical pedagogy that 
underlines the importance of generating critical dialogue in the class, 
coinvestigating with participants the themes that emerge and matter to 
them (Freire 1970). Also, the use of the skits resonates with Boal’s (1979, 
1995) understanding of theatre as an educational tool for development, 
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Pictures of human 
rights 

‘Show participants Drawing 2 (a woman and man sitting 
among members of the community)’ (Tostan 2009a: 46).

Learning grounded 
within participants’ 
life experiences

‘Have participants discuss what constitutes 
violations of this human right, giving concrete 
examples from their community’ (Tostan 2009a: 44)

Small groups 
discussion and 
group reports

‘Have the participants divide into four groups.  
Explain:  We will work often in small discussion 
groups in order to give everyone a chance to speak 
out and participate actively.  Before starting any group 
activities, it’s important for each group to choose a 
spokesperson who can summarize their group’s ideas 
and results’ (Tostan 2009a: 2)

Class discussions 
moderated/
encouraged by the 
facilitator and with 
direct questions

‘Ask: In your opinion is this human right generally 
respected in your family, community, and country?  
Why or why not?  (Conduct a discussion and 
encourage participants to give concrete examples)’ 
(Tostan 2009a: 47)

Expression 
through arts

‘Put an empty sheet of fl ip chart paper in front 
of the group.  Take out several markers. Ask each 
participant to come one by one, take a marker, and 
draw a representation of what will be found in the 
community 5 years from now’ (Tostan 2009a: 11)

Games ‘Explain: We are going to review the previous sessions 
with the “The Democracy Game.”  Here are the rules 
of the game: Each participant chooses a partner [. . .]’ 
(Tostan 2009a: 32)

Table 4.3 Pedagogical techniques suggested in Tostan’s facilitator manual (Kobi 1) 
(drawing reproduced with permission of Tostan)
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seen earlier. Participants are invited to bring the abstract knowledge 
into their daily life, by linking human rights to the social behaviours 
in practice in their rural community. By doing so, HRE offers the class 
the opportunity to re-understand those social behaviours through 
a human rights perspective. Avoiding a banking approach to human 
rights, where participants’ knowledge would be evaluated as right or 
wrong through exams or tests, the HRE approach described in the Kobi 
1 manual allows participants to deconstruct local realities from the 
human rights perspective that is presented to them with an interactive 
pedagogy. In being asked to imagine a different village, as the manual 
recommends doing in one of the fi rst sessions, participants are encour-
aged to develop alternative views of their life. Throughout the human 
rights sessions, the facilitator is requested to make reference to that 
ideal village, linking the positive behaviours that participants identify 
with that common goal. The class, then, is invited to share with the rest 
of the village their fi ndings and the new knowledge they have acquired. 
They are invited by the facilitator to adopt a learner and to share their 
ideas with the neighbouring villages.

Organised Diffusion of the Results

Tostan believes that the CEP facilitates social change through a six-phase 
process (Diop et al. 2004). In the fi rst phase, a village committee is created 
to manage and adapt the programme. In the second phase, a part of the 
rural community participates in the educational programme. In the third 

Role-playing ‘Ask a participant to play the role of Mrs 
Irresponsible and defend herself before the People’s 
Council. She should explain her point of view 
without being interrupted’ (Tostan 2009a: 67)

Songs and poetry ‘Ask each group to create a short song or to make up 
a poem addressing the question [. . .]. Allow them 
suffi cient time, and then ask for a volunteer from 
each of the four groups to present the song or poem 
to the larger group. Help them to write down the 
songs or poems after class and post them on the 
wall’ (Tostan 2009a: 16)

Theatre ‘Have the volunteers perform the skit they prepared 
before the class. When the participants have fi nished 
performing their skit, ask them to discuss it’ (Tostan 
2009a: 52)
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phase, each participant ‘adopts’ a person who does not participate in the 
programme with whom he or she shares the acquired knowledge. In the 
fourth phase, those who took part in the programme initiate a process 
of social mobilisation: discussion leaders ask for community support in 
denouncing harmful practices. Then, in phase fi ve and if the community 
expresses support, the community leaders start gathering support from 
other villages during village meetings and using family ties; the result is 
the diffusion of the new knowledge. Finally, in phase six, a group of vil-
lages organise a public declaration to manifest their intent to abandon 
harmful practices (such as FGC or CFM) (Diop et al. 2004).

Phase one takes place before the beginning of the classes. A village 
committee is created, sharing responsibilities and tasks on different 
areas (amongst the different roles are a secretary, a person in charge 
of environmental cleanliness, a person in charge of health issues and a 
person in charge of education). This committee will be responsible for 
the adoption of the programme in its different aspects. Phase two is 
the object of this research. Participants attend a common programme 
and develop new visions. They discuss human rights and link the new 
knowledge to daily norms and practices. Phase three is meant to mul-
tiply the effect of the programme within the rural community while the 
programme is still running.

UNICEF has analysed phases four, fi ve and six – the ‘organised dif-
fusion strategy’. Here, information diffuses out from the community 
that enjoyed the programme to new communities with whom they are 
in contact. The shift in social norms gains new consensus through dis-
cussions, and the diffusion process spreads from communities to bigger 
intra-marrying groups throughout the social network and the ethnic 
group (UNICEF 2008a).

Figure 4.1 Three stages of organised diffusion (adapted from UNICEF 2008a: 20)
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Figure 4.1 shows three key stages of the organised diffusion. In the 
fi rst stage (on the left in the fi gure), participants and the adopted learn-
ers seek consensus among much of the community (not necessarily 
amongst all families, though). This community then seeks the approval 
of those being in the same larger group of communities (defi ned by 
family ties and intra-marriageability).

In the second stage (in the middle in the fi gure), two communities 
(in the smaller circles) have successfully created a consensus through 
discussion in the group of communities. The group moves towards a 
public declaration of abandonment of a harmful social practice: the 
change is collective and simultaneous. Certain communities of this last 
group, however, are also part of other groups: family ties and intra-
marrying groups overlap.

In the third stage (on the right), the diffusion process spreads to 
other groups, which again must reach consensus and then acknowl-
edge the change publicly. Finally, the diffusion process can extend 
beyond the initial community (and even state) boundaries and infl u-
ence other groups throughout the social networks and the wider ethnic 
group (UNICEF 2008a).

Potential Limitations and Pitfalls of the Tostan Programme

There are at least four potential limitations that might threaten the 
impact (or the understanding of the impact) of the Tostan programme 
and that informed the analysis of the programme in the fi eld. The fi rst 
one is related to the indicators chosen to measure its success. According 
to the NGO staff, UNICEF is one of Tostan’s most important donors. To 
evaluate the impact of the Tostan programme, UNICEF has for a long 
time adopted village declarations of abandonment of ‘harmful’ social 
practices (as for instance FGC and CFM) as the key indicator. However, 
the very idea that indicators of impact should by chosen by others than 
community members could be contested. Ellerman (2006) suggested 
that international development agencies have the tendency to over-
ride people’s self-help capacity with social engineering programmes 
(the greatest example being the structural adjustment programmes). In 
other words, that development agencies have an idea of how the world 
‘should be’ and try to make it as such. As I said before, though, develop-
ment programmes should not make ‘developing’ communities conform 
to the imaginary of international agencies in the ‘developed’ world. 
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Rather, they should create conditions for community members to par-
ticipate together in refl ection on their social reality and decide if they 
want to change it and, if so, how. Since I began this research, Tostan has 
expanded its monitoring and evaluation framework to include a wide 
range of indicators, now including measures for improvement in com-
munities’ governance, education, health environment, and economic 
conditions. Even in the face of Tostan’s efforts to capture more mean-
ingful data on community empowerment, though, I wonder what the 
place in the development business is for NGOs that – on the one hand 
– are trying to help communities drive their own development, while – 
on the other hand – they have to report to donors on a set of expected 
outcomes. This is a major problem in international development. The 
place for similar NGOs is unavoidably uncomfortable, struggling to 
fi nd donors who are ready to fi nance projects that cannot commit to 
specifi c results beforehand, and trying to help communities achieve 
together what matters to them.

The second limitation of the Tostan programme is linked to its 
potential for people empowerment and creation of aspirations. Devel-
oping capacity to aspire might be dangerous as it might raise people’s 
hopes and expectations over certain outcomes without providing them 
the means to meet them. The Tostan programme might raise expec-
tations of future professional careers, for instance; or, it might create 
aspirations in human development terms (e.g. one of equal dignity of 
all human beings) that cannot fi nd immediate satisfaction in the com-
munity and might thus lead the ‘newly empowered’ to frustration. 
Within a non-problem-posing education framework, capacity to aspire 
can potentially gather various sectors of the community in a dialogue 
over individual or communal aspirations. It is to be understood how the 
awakening of similar new aspirations fi ts or clashes with existing power 
relations. Potentially, the Tostan programme might unleash hopes and 
expectations that disrupt those power relations and generate normative 
reactions of power holders (threatening the immediate well-being of 
the powerless or of the entire community). Deep divisions and differ-
ences are likely to exist in the rural communities where Tostan operates, 
and achievement of new status quo of certain community members 
might produce heterogeneity in ideation. This heterogeneity might in 
turn provide the circumstances for contradiction, contestation and con-
fl ict. Studying Tostan’s programmatic strategies hence becomes impor-
tant as it can offer insights into how HRE can possibly connect together 
people from different ‘sectors’ (castes, genders, economic classes, ethnic 
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groups) of the community and engage them in a conciliatory dialogue 
over collaborative improvement of everyone’s life.

Finally, the NGO might have gathered over time suffi cient authority 
in Senegal so that its facilitators could be seen by participants as dispens-
ing truth, rather than building it up with them. If that was the case, then, 
community members would do what Tostan facilitators suggest only 
because they have seen (or heard of) the advantages of the Tostan pro-
gramme in other communities. Freire (1970) noted that similar tensions 
are typical in all educational programmes: the oppressed expect to ‘be 
liberated’ because they initially deprecate the self as powerless. The role 
of the deliverer of the programme is to convert this tension (potentially 
as oppressive as the conditions that problem-posing education wants to 
challenge) to a constructive one. To explore the extent of this possible 
pitfall, what must be analysed is what happens in class, the way in which 
facilitators understand their role and how participants make sense of it 
in their relation with the facilitator. No research has so far studied what 
happens within the human rights education classes that can motivate 
social change or the abandonment of certain practices.

Addressing these limitations, I offer in this book an analysis of 
Tostan’s HRE programme in the fi eld. I studied what actually happens 
both in the classes and in the community that motivates change, and 
I looked at the features of that change: externally superimposed and 
confl ictual, internally driven and harmonious or anything in between.

THE FULڋE IDENTITY: VALUES AND CHARACTERISTICS

The Fulܦe are a very large nomadic ethnic group spread throughout 
Central and West Africa. Thus, they often represent the largest minority 
in the country where they settle (for short or longer periods). Botte et al. 
(1999) reported that, as a minority, they often declared feeling at risk of 
losing their ethnic identity under the cultural homogenisation processes 
driven by the ethnic majorities and reacted to that by reaffi rming what 
they understand as their traditional values. The complexities that arose 
when trying to defi ne the characteristics of the Fulܦe, their language or 
moral code challenged all researchers on the Fulܦe, shaping a multifac-
eted Fulܦe question that makes problematic the reifi cation of a Fulܦe 
category (Azarya et al. 1999; Botte 1999; Burnham 1999; Krause 1883; 
Monteil 1950). In Senegal, the Fulܦe (also called Peul in the French lit-
erature) live in the central part of the country and are often considered 
as forming a single ethnic group with the Tukuloor (Toucouleur in the 
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French literature) who live in the basin of the Senegal River, in the north-
ern part of the country (Clark 1997; Hrbek 1992). However, these two 
groups of Haalpulaar’en (literally in Fulfulde: ‘people who speak Pulaar’, 
Pulaar being the name used in Senegal for Fula/Fulfulde, the language 
spoken by Fulܦe), although being united by the common language, 
differ much in values and social customs (Boutrais 1994; McLaughlin 
1995). While the Tukuloor are traditionally a sedentary people, the Fulܦe 
are traditionally semi-nomadic pastoralists (McLaughlin 1995).

The Fulܦe of Senegal claim that their uncorrupted traditional values 
and the related behaviours distinguish them from a spurious and West-
ernised Wolof majority (McLaughlin 1995). However, scholars in the 
fi eld found some inconsistencies in what those values are throughout 
the various Fulܦe groups that live in the continent. This might be due 
to the large dispersion of the Fulܦe in the continent, on the one hand; 
and on the other, because in the past the Fulܦe identity has been negoti-
ated with the colonial powers to ensure their support in maintaining a 
high position in the colonial hierarchy (Bierschenk 1999; Leblon 2006; 
Salamone 1985, 1997). Also, it has been argued that various populations 
might have adopted Fulܦe values and customs to ascend to the rank 
of the colonial elite (Salamone 1985). As Weber (1968) has observed 
already, what defi nes an ethnic group is not common descent, but it 
is the belief in that common descent, reifi ed within customs and social 
behaviours, even when an objective blood relation does not exist. Being 
a Pullo (singular for Fulܦe) is not a question of direct genealogy, but it 
is related to meeting a set of social expectations and behaviours. Being 
a Pullo means being capable of behaving accordingly to the Fulܦe code 
of conduct; it means being able to show to both members and non-
members of the Fulܦe community adherence to the Fulܦe code of val-
ues (Djedje 2008; Haffanden 1930; Riesman 1992; Salamone 1997). The 
Fulܦe in Senegal face the challenges of defending their identity threat-
ened by the process of Wolofi sation and, at the same time, making sense 
of that identity through a set of local social behaviours.

There is general agreement amongst scholars on some of the char-
acteristics composing that set of norms and behaviours today. In par-
ticular, researchers have identifi ed four: speaking the Fulܦe language 
(Fulfulde); leading a pastoral and nomadic life; following Islam while 
believing in black magic; and showing adherence to a moral behav-
ioural code called pulaaku (Azarya et al. 1999; Botte et al. 1999; Dupire 
1996; Issa and Labatut 1974; Leblon 2006).
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The Fulܦe consider their language a sacred ensemble of unique 
concepts and views of the world (Breedveld and De Bruijn 1996). 
McLaughlin (1995) analysed the relationship between language and 
identity in Senegal, arguing that Tukuloor and Fulܦe create a single 
ethnic identity based on their common language. Given the role of 
Fulfulde as ‘watermark’ of ethnic identity, the Fulܦe (and all Fulfulde-
speaking Senegalese people in general) feel threatened by a pro-
cess of linguistic Wolofi sation as they fear it might result in an ethnic 
homogenisation. Fulܦe and Tukuloor react with a proud return to (what 
they understand as being) their original (linguistic and ethnic) identity 
(McLaughlin 1995). Language, then, is intrinsically related to the way 
Fulܦe see and make sense of the world and their social relations and 
behaviours. The signifi cance that Fulܦe attach to the Fulfulde language 
shows the relevance of carrying out an HRE programme in that lan-
guage, allowing participants to renegotiate the world for what it is in 
their original understanding of it, and not in foreign cultural meanings.

In spite of recent changes in practices caused by the severe drought 
of the last 20 years, pastoral activity is still a strong mark of identity 
for the Fulܦe, and the association between Fulܦe and herding is strong 
and immediate for many Africans living in Western and Central Africa 
(Davidheiser and Luna 2008). The ethnographic studies by Botte et al. 
(1999) described the Fulܦe as characterised by a nomadic spirit, either 
effective in their actual movement or potential in keeping life conditions 
that would allow a possible migration. Their nomadic nature is related 
to the daily basic needs of their herds: pastoral resources are non-static 
and animals need movement to access them. Avoiding insects, weather, 
thieves and a hostile social environment are only some of the many fac-
tors linking mobility and herding (Awogbade 1983; Benoit 1975, 1988; 
Davidheiser and Luna 2008; Salzman 1980). The ngaynaaku (shepherd-
ing) is a fundamental character of the Fulܦe identity, and is strongly 
interrelated to the concept of ndimaaku (nobility and dignity). The other 
ethnic groups that come into contact with them in all sub-Saharan 
Africa have traditionally valued the Fulܦe’s herding skills, which grants 
them a certain level of respect within social hierarchies (Botte et al. 
1999). In certain areas of Senegal, due to the climate conditions of the 
last 30 years and to government policies discouraging nomadism, the 
Fulܦe have preserved their nomadic trait only as potential capacity, and 
some have adopted a more sedentary lifestyle while other Fulܦe still 
subordinate agricultural practices to herding (De Bruijn and Van Dijk 

5567_Cislaghi.indd   755567_Cislaghi.indd   75 14/08/17   4:47 PM14/08/17   4:47 PM



76 Some Useful Concepts to Rethink Development Practices

1994; Riesman 1992; Santoir 1994). Human rights practices, within this 
framework, might have to deal with the challenges of a pastoral life in 
terms of, for instance, work distribution, health and hygiene conditions 
or village structural improvement.

Islam has taken in the last century a more and more important role 
in the daily life of Fulܦe communities. While in the past knowledge, of 
Islam was reserved to the political centre and the nobility, in the course 
of history it has become a ‘folk-religion [that] has by now become 
one of the most important ideological forces [. . .] of Fulܦe society as a 
whole’ (De Bruijn and Van Dijk 1994: 104). Religion shapes values and 
social behaviours of the Fulܦe as much as their – effective or potential 
– nomadism. In Senegal, however, where the belief in the black magic 
powers of the marabouts mixes with more classical approaches to Islam, 
the Fulܦe integrate Islam with paganism and animism (Houtsma et al. 
1993; Monteil 1950; Ogawa 1993; Salamone 1997).

The Fulܦe society is strongly hierarchical, in both internal and exter-
nal relations. A belief in their superiority (as being the top rank of the 
social hierarchy) regulates uneven ethnic relationships between the 
Fulܦe and other ethnic groups. Such a superior identity is explained by 
their respect of the pulaaku conduct (Sall 1999). Fulܦe see themselves as 
opposed to the Haaьe – a word that alone designates all the other sub-
Saharan Africans who are not Fulܦe (Azarya and Eguchi 1993; Leblon 
2006). With the term pulaaku the Fulܦe identify their common identity, 
despite their great diversity throughout Africa. The ambiguity of the 
concept is linked to the various interpretations that the different Fulܦe 
themselves make of it; however, almost all scholars agree in making 
reference to it as ‘the Fulܦe way’: an ensemble of Fulܦe qualities and 
a Fulܦe behavioural code of conduct (Botte et al. 1999; Leblon 2006; 
Ogawa 1994). Reframing social norms necessarily challenges such 
a traditional behavioural model (social and moral code), unless new 
norms are built within and respecting that specifi c model – hence the 
importance of understanding the meaning of this behavioural model.

According to the literature on the pulaaku, there are three qualities 
that any good Pullo should be able to demonstrate: seemtende (mod-
esty and self-control), munyal (patience and fortitude) and hakkillo (care 
and forethought) (Botte et al. 1999; Stenning 1959). Pulaaku regulates 
relationships between Fulܦe of different social categories and between 
Fulܦe and other ethnic groups. To do so, the pulaaku includes seem-
tende: the responsibility to avoid shame, and to safeguard honour and 
self-control. For example, during assemblies the adults should not sit 
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close to the elders; young people have to avoid integration with the 
group of adults while working or going to the market and have to show 
respect to the elders. Due to seemtende, amongst the Fulܦe of Nigeria 
and Burkina Faso women avoid contact with men and do not talk in 
front of them to avoid the shame of doing so, and in general people of 
different social classes avoid eating together: men and women, young 
people and elders, strangers and members of the indigenous commu-
nity (Leblon 2006). Self-mastery is the fundamental character of Fulܦe 
identity. Consider the proverb ‘pornde wootere hantataa fuudo kaa na sem-
tina dimo (One fart does no harm to the asshole but it still shames the 
gentleman)’, cited by Riesman (1992: 24). Farting, lying, stealing and 
defecating are acts that Fulܦe children must learn to control early on to 
avoid social shame. To be a Pullo, then, is to master the self, the world 
and even the others by showing adherence to a code of conduct. Seem-
tende can thus have an impact in human rights term by infl uencing, for 
instance, how young people participate in decision-making processes 
within a Fulܦe rural community. Also, it can infl uence gender segrega-
tion practices that can hinder (or challenge) the human rights knowl-
edge brought by the HRE programme by keeping women from talking 
in public when they think they might risk being judged as stupid or 
uneducated (Botte et al. 1999).

The Fulܦe system of values and behaviours is said to be extremely 
dynamic (Djedje 2008). The fact that pulaaku is a fairly fl exible ethos, 
where a certain degree of change can be bargained within a community, 
suggests that participants in HRE can reframe that set of moral norms 
by making it consistent with a critical re-understanding of their social 
relations. HRE might then offer a new understanding of the hakkillo 
concept from a human rights stance and invite participants to explore 
its application within their community. In so doing, participants would 
not be assimilating human rights within their set of values. Rather, they 
would be rediscovering local values from new perspectives and, based 
on them, renegotiating social norms and associated practices.

CONCLUSION

HRE in Senegal can be grounded on the wide amount of human rights 
law that the government has integrated within local jurisprudence, by 
committing both to human rights principles within the constitution 
and to all laws recently drafted. Brought to a rural context, there are 
certain key themes that participants in HRE might generate through 
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their discussion. The fi rst one is linked to the issues of gender equality: 
the Government of Senegal has striven to improve women’s represen-
tation at the high levels of the national administration. However, the 
human development-based gender equality index shows that equality 
is still far from being reached, with women enjoying fewer job opportu-
nities, poorer access to health services and a narrower amount of free-
doms (especially in the rural areas of the country). On the other hand, 
however, deliverers of HRE should be aware that the social situation 
has changed extensively in the last 40 years and women are obtaining 
more and more recognition of their equal status, and that participants 
might have seen diverging roles for women in the reality that surrounds 
(or includes) their local rural community. There is a potential tension 
that deliverers of HRE must take into consideration: that of new gender 
roles being available for educated women to which uneducated women 
might aspire, and men’s desire to preserve current roles in the family.

A similar tension might emerge with regard to the norms that regu-
late decision-making in a rural community. The democratic dynamics 
that HRE brings to the class might challenge pre-existing norms of hier-
archy in the decision-making process. In Senegal, decision-making in 
the family and the society is largely male dominated; in particular, the 
elders enjoy a traditionally higher status. However, their role is threat-
ened by modern views on the social position of youth; and, especially in 
the urban areas, alternative approaches to the decision-making process 
have emerged, with young people acting independently and question-
ing the elders’ authority. Within rural areas, the elders try to maintain 
the local status quo unaltered. Deliverers of HRE should therefore be 
aware of the possible tensions that might occur in the classes, exposing 
divergent ideas about who should participate in or lead the decision-
making processes. By avoiding confl ict, the classes should help partici-
pants make sense of reciprocal needs and aspirations, offering elders 
and young community members an opportunity to express reciprocal 
feelings and concerns about existing norms of decision-making. Also, in 
Senegal a number of social practices may be the cause of concern from a 
human rights perspective. Those practices include FGC, CFM and exces-
sive or hazardous child labour. HRE might be brought into communities 
where those practices exist and it should therefore give participants the 
opportunity to discuss and debate their appropriateness.

There is also evidence of fast-progressing forces of social change 
in Senegal. Should HRE impact on local social change processes, this 
impact should be inscribed within the wider social change dynamics 
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existing in the country. HRE has the potential to positively impact on 
harmful social practices that the government is trying to fi ght (although 
law enforcement is seriously hindered by various factors, including the 
lack of resources needed to implement laws in the remote rural areas 
of the country); that potential should therefore be explored and linked 
to those major human rights issues. Tostan does so by framing human 
rights within the fi rst part of the programme (Kobi 1) through the prob-
lem-posing pedagogy discussed by the NGO in the facilitator’s man-
ual. However, due to the differences in behavioural and moral codes 
of different ethnic groups, its implementation might differ from how 
Tostan envisaged it. The most critical challenge to the vernacularisation 
of human rights within a Fulܦe community, in particular, seems to be 
the process of Wolofi sation that exists in Senegal. The HRE programme 
in Galle Toubaaco, as in other Fulܦe communities, should be aware of 
possible resistance to changes in local social practices and the relative 
norms, based on the understanding that the local community might 
have of its ethnic identity.
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Chapter 4

GALLE TOUBAACO BEFORE THE PROGRAMME

INTRODUCTION

By drawing on the empirical data, this chapter offers an understanding 
of how community members in Galle Toubaaco described their commu-
nity before the HRE programme. The fi rst part of the chapter presents 
the village of Galle Toubaaco, exploring the structural characteristics 
that help make sense of members’ relations that will be examined later.

In the second part I discuss gender roles and relations, decision-
making processes and social practices that are inconsistent with human 
rights in place in the rural community. Gender norms in Galle Toubaaco 
granted men authority over women both in the family and in the vil-
lage. As I looked in the data to understand the reasons for this gen-
dered unequal distribution of power, two sets of resources seemed to 
be particularly important. I examine those two ‘resource sets’ (that I call 
labour and marriage resources) and their impact on women’s human 
rights and human development. I then look at the political structure of 
Galle Toubaaco and the decision-making processes. I examine the rela-
tions of power that tied community members, and suggest that ‘invis-
ible’ power dynamics (hegemonic ideology) shaped women’s access to 
visible and hidden forms of power; that is, that gender roles and rela-
tions impacted on women’s capability to access decision-making and 
agenda-setting processes. I found that unequal capabilities to partici-
pate in the decision-making process (with women and young members 
being excluded from it) contributed to fostering (and reproducing) an 
uneven social and political status quo.

The last section analyses two human rights-inconsistent social prac-
tices in place in the community: CFM and child labour. I do so to explore 
whether participants came to understand those practices as harmful 
during or after the HRE programme.
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GALLE TOUBAACO

The village of Galle Toubaaco is located in the recently created admin-
istrative region of Kaffrine, in the rural community of Touba Mbella 
(Ministère de l’Intérieur 2008). The village is about 400 km from the 
capital Dakar and about 60 km from the urban centre of Kaolack, where 
major services (like hospitals or trade centres) are located. Distances 
are, however, diffi cult to cover due to the lack of roads and means of 
transportation (mainly horse carts) that can link the village with the 
closest urban centre.

The area surrounding the village is mostly desertifi ed for nine months 
a year (i.e. always except during the rainy season), with some sporadic 
trees or other minor vegetation completing an arid landscape. The vil-
lage is in a relatively isolated part of the region, in terms of both human 
settlements and natural resources. Families gather in households (wuro) 
of three or four houses that are relatively distant from each other.

Wolof villages resemble a dense agglomerate of houses, while Fulܦe 
villages look more like archipelagos of households, meeting animals’ 
needs to move and reach grazing fi elds. Grazing fi elds begin 4 km away 
from the village, while closer fi elds are used for cultivating subsistence 
crops (millet and peanuts). The French colonisation introduced single-
crop cultivation systems and the newly independent Governments of 
Senegal incentivised the cultivation of peanuts, confi dent in privileged 
economic relations with France (White 2000). To maximise their profi t, 
the community of Galle Toubaaco invested in peanut cultivation of the 
surrounding fi elds (which, since the colonial land reform, they could 
legally own: Faye 2008) and adapted their life to new sedentary circum-
stances: since 1930, the village has remained in the same place. Bambara 
and Serere male ‘slaves’ (as informants called them, most likely prison-
ers condemned to public works) sent by the colonial State cultivated 
the land until 1949. Mandinka male sharecroppers, employed by the 
community members, did it afterwards. The fact that the community 
could employ sharecroppers is an indicator of the wealth they enjoyed 
after World War II and until the end of the 1960s. The big drought of the 
beginning of the 1970s and the end of government’s incentives for pea-
nut production in 1996 that followed the fall of international demand, 
instead seriously affected the community’s living conditions and consid-
erably slowed its economic development. The series of severe droughts 
further compromised the entire country’s agricultural production and 
brought about a widespread famine (White 2000).
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This international economic juncture impacted on the life of the small 
community of Galle Toubaaco. Informants said that, from 1970, commu-
nity members started to eat the product of their crops (with the health 
implications that a low-nutrition diet based just on millet and peanuts 
implies), rather than selling them (and buying with the money a wider 
range of food: rice, vegetables and meat, for instance). The village’s econ-
omy shifted from one of accumulation, where the surplus value gener-
ated by sharecroppers could be reinvested, to one of subsistence, where 
the family farmers cultivated their own (and sole) source of nutrition.

When this economic juncture required Galle Toubaaco to stop export-
ing peanuts, men – according to informants  – withdrew from agriculture 
(or from managing cultivation) and dedicated themselves to other prac-
tices, mostly (as discussed later) looking for jobs in the weekly markets. 
Women, instead, continued to take care of subsistence cropping even 
though, often, they did not own the land they worked. As in Boserup’s 
(1970) analysis, in Galle Toubaaco the colonial rule had an impact on 
women’s role in farming, benefi ting the men. Men – considered by colo-
nial powers to be the ones meant to farm – were given the means to 
cultivate the land to generate capital, while women were relegated to 
subsistence crop production. The international economic juncture, in 
other words, indirectly contributed to fostering the gender distribution 
of labour analysed later in this chapter.

Every family in the village possesses a variable portion of land fol-
lowing lines of descent and past inheritances. Land is inherited from 
(or given by) parents and is owned in large percentage by men. There 
are no facilities of any kind (e.g. educational, religious, health or labour) 
in the village. At the time of the research, the building of a mosque had 
begun, but the project had then been abandoned due to lack of funds. 
The closest health post is about 15 km away, three hours by horse cart 
(the only transportation available in the village) in the desert. As a con-
sequence, community members cannot visit the health post as much as 
their health status, according to the nurse at the local health post, would 
recommend. In the village there are two public water facilities and three 
private taps in the household (installed before the public ones). There-
fore, not all women gather at the well tap (three families out of six have 
private water facilities), which might impact on the quality of social rela-
tions they enjoy in their household.

Due to the village’s location, the contact that non-travelling com-
munity members have with the outside world is seriously challenged by 
the lack of electricity (and might in turn infl uence the speed of processes 
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of social change compared with more urban areas). Battery radios are 
the only media present in the village. Cell phones are charged at weekly 
markets. Isolation is problematic because it can limit community mem-
bers’ ability to envision alternatives to local daily life.

The Fulܦe living in Galle Toubaaco identifi ed themselves as a Fulܦe 
ethnic sub-group, the Haaboܦe (literally: those who get angry easily). 
Family relations link all community members of the rural community. 
At the time of fi eldwork, in Galle Toubaaco there were 318 community 
members, 182 males and 136 females.

GENDER ROLES AND RELATIONS: INVISIBLE POWER

The relations between human beings in the production of goods to 
meet their material needs contribute to constructing human societies 
differently in distinctive geographical and historical contexts, which, 
in turn, gives shape to different social interactions between categories 
of individuals. Rural communities in particular are socially structured 
according to the relationships amongst community members caused 
by (and in turn regulating) relations of production (Meillassoux 1991). 
In sub-Saharan Africa, the power relations involved in the gender dis-
tribution of labour and property can limit women’s bargaining power 
and force them to acquiesce to the unequal status quo (Folbre 1982). 
Unequal access to resources and gender segregation, then, contrib-
utes to the shaping of uneven distributions of power in the household 
(as analysed in this section) and in the community (as analysed in the 
next section). Gender roles, in particular, shape (and are shaped by) 
invisible power dynamics: the creation of biases, the process that gives 
form to psychological and ideological boundaries of participation 
(see Chapter 2; Gaventa 2006).

In Galle Toubaaco, community and family roles are socially con-
structed around the allocation of daily work; the gendered distri-
bution of labour in the village and, more generally, a gendered life 
impacts on the access women and men enjoy to two different sets of 
key resources (i.e. labour and marriage resources). Unequal access to 
those key resources fosters the social status quo and limits women’s 
(and hence the community’s) human development. Findings show 
that resistance to men’s power was reported, but in episodic and iso-
lated form.

I will discuss these fi ndings in greater detail below, as I intend to 
suggest that a change in social practices that regulate gender roles and 
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relations might then spark and structure an alternative access to some 
(or all) of those resources. Rather than at a normative level (e.g. grant-
ing women’s legal access to land), it is at a cognitive level that human 
development programmes must operate, allowing participants to unveil 
different social roles for each other, by sharing the struggles and chal-
lenges that the current social status quo poses to both genders.

Access to Labour Resources

In Galle Toubaaco everyone is called to contribute to the development 
of the village according to social and family roles. Men and women play 
different parts in the community and in the family and engage in dif-
ferent activities. Labour distribution in Galle Toubaaco mainly assigns 
productive tasks to men and reproductive ones to women, although 
some exceptions (analysed later) exist (Benerìa 1979, 2003; Benerìa and 
Sen 1981; Boserup 1970).

Men’s roles in Galle Toubaaco are linked to economic production 
and the associated social value. To be a man in Galle Toubaaco means 
having the responsibility for generating revenue and providing for the 
family’s subsistence. Amadou, a 27-year-old man who recently got mar-
ried, explained to me that: ‘a man should be working in his farm, herd-
ing cattle or doing some kind of business to generate money so he can 
provide for the family’ [S2I9AB  ].4 Fatou Diallo, a mature woman who 
described gender roles drawing on her experience in two marriages, 
said that: ‘The men are the ones who go out and work, the women do 
not have the means to go out [of the village] and work’ [S3I11FD  ]; a 
man in Galle Toubaaco:

after having prayed, goes and checks out the cows, milks the 
cows, eats breakfast and goes off to business [then] he gets 
[back] home around 6 p.m. and then goes and checks to see if 
the kids are back from herding the cattle and makes sure every-
thing is OK. Then he eats dinner, enjoys the family and goes to 
bed. [S1I14ABY  ]

One night, Samba Diallo, having returned from a hard day of work 
with his cattle, told me what it means to be a man in Galle Toubaaco: 
‘respecting and taking care of your parents, working hard, building 
a house, starting a family and taking care of [them]’ [S3I6SD  ]; that 
is, make a family and provide the basic goods that women will use 
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to respond to the family’s basic needs. Men take care of the animals 
and, during the rainy season, prepare the land that is then farmed by 
women and children during the rest of the year. Most of the men in 
Galle Toubaaco also buy and sell animals in the weekly markets in the 
region. There are no markets held nearby, so men who work as sellers 
or middlemen travel to bigger town centres, where they meet people 
from the surrounding areas and access facilities they do not have in 
their village (e.g. electricity, media, hot and clean water, hospitals or 
banks).

Being a woman in Galle Toubaaco means taking care of the house 
and the family through various activities, including food production 
(some women farm in the fi elds) and preparation. Talking about what 
his mother does in her typical day, the ‘young’ Amadou (aged 19) said 
that she:

wakes up in the morning, prays, sweeps the house, makes break-
fast, fetches drinking water, makes lunch, after lunch she rests for 
a while, after her rest she makes dinner, after dinner she gets the 
chickens in, sits around and talks for a bit and then goes to bed. 
[S1I14ABY  ]

Penda, the third wife of Ndene (one of the elders of the village), 
described her day by saying:

Once I wake up in the morning, I take a bath, make breakfast for 
the family, after that I go get water and then go out and fetch fi re-
wood for cooking lunch. In the evening I make dinner and after 
dinner my work is over so I rest and go to bed. [S1I9PS  ]

Ami, when asked about women’s role in the community, said: ‘the most 
important things a woman should do are praying every day, keeping 
clean and being polite and greeting everyone, doing laundry, dishes, 
and cooking and cleaning the house’ [S1I6AS   ]. In summary, then, as 
Mas said:

[Both] men and women are important to this village’s future; 
everyone does their best to make sure the village evolves [. . .] 
It has always been organised this way [. . .] men farm and herd 
cattle and women stay at home cook, clean and take care of the 
kids. [S1I4MD  ] 
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African farming has been understood as a female agricultural system 
where easy access to land, together with low population density and 
little class differentiation, resulted in men preparing land for farming 
during the rainy season and women cultivating subsistence crops (all 
year long) (Boserup 1970). Fatou Diallo, in her fi rst interview, spoke of 
the work women do in the fi elds:

To contribute to the development of the village the women farm 
millet and peanuts [. . .] The men also contribute to the develop-
ment of the village by farming on a larger scale. They are much 
stronger and use horses to help them plough the fi elds but the 
women do everything by hand so that is why men have much 
bigger fi elds. [S1I11FDY ]

In Galle Toubaaco, while men are dedicated to revenue-generating 
activities, women’s work mainly includes a number of reproductive 
functions: taking care of the children, gathering and preparing their 
food and farming subsistence crops. Deviance from this distribution 
exists. Fatou, in the same interview cited above, said that after having 
harvested the fi eld, women ‘will sell the peanuts’ [S1I11FDY ] but neither 
the observational data nor any other informant confi rmed that women 
would sell the products of their work in the fi eld. The fact that Fatou 
was a widow (with both higher revenue-generating responsibilities 
and freedoms) and that she had a little commerce in the village might 
explain her view on the potential for women to sell the products of 
their work in the fi elds. Generally speaking, informants included little 
deviance in their understanding of gender division of labour. Mas, the 
village griot – the entertainer, the ‘master of the word’ (Leymarie 1978; 
Mbaye 2007) – said that if in a house a wife is sick, ‘I call for another 
woman to come and cook for us [. . .] the work is shared, the men have 
their work and the women have theirs [. . .] [if] men [were] cooking 
[there] would be a problem’ [S3I4MD   ]. When I asked Djombo, a young 
man, what he would think of a woman who works and generates rev-
enue (e.g. selling bread), he said:

If you have work then it’s not good to sell bread. If you are sup-
posed to fetch water, you have to cook, wash the kids and do 
other housework, it’s not good to try and take on selling some-
thing like bread because it will take away from your other work. 
[S2I7DS ]
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The ‘old’ Amadou also confi rmed that:

It’s not good [for a girl to leave the house], if she gets out too 
much her parents-in-law won’t respect her and they will start 
disliking her. She can get herself into trouble; she might go to 
the wrong place or say the wrong thing to someone. [. . .] When 
a man goes out he is looking to fi nd a living for the family but 
when a woman goes out it’s to entertain herself. [S2I9AB ]

It can be hypothesised that, as suggested by Boserup (1970), following the 
creation of a neo-liberal economic order in post-colonial Senegal, men of 
Galle Toubaaco abandoned the fi elds for the markets, leaving to women 
the roles of subsistence farmers, caretakers and housekeepers (Benerìa 
and Sen 1981; Boserup 1970). It is possible that, following dynamics simi-
lar to those analysed by Kevane (2004), a similar distribution of labour 
then contributed to building a social equilibrium where labour and iden-
tity strongly intertwined, with the former contributing to defi ning the 
latter. As suggested by Mas’s quote above, in Galle Toubaaco labour dis-
tribution plays a key role in defi ning gender norms (women have their 
tasks, men have theirs). In taking care of what they are expected to, men 
and women hold a social role and fulfi l the social expectations for their 
gender that they learnt to comply with when they were children. That 
social role, then, in turn reproduces the existing gendered distribution of 
labour and fosters the social norms that regulate it.

From a human rights and human development perspective, a gen-
dered distribution of labour does not pose any problem in itself, as long 
as this distribution respects people’s freedoms, offers equal opportunities 
for development of capabilities, and protects their human rights. Issues 
come with the fact that, as seen later, women’s work is considerably 
harder and unhealthier, hinders women’s freedoms and development of 
capabilities and limits women’s access to key resources, which, in turn, 
restrains their power within the family and the rural community. In par-
ticular, the division of labour discussed above gives men privileged access 
to money, information and services. Access to these three resources is 
granted by the work and travel a person does outside the village, money 
mostly resulting from work in the market, information and services being 
accessed in bigger urban centres or villages where they are available. I 
therefore call these three resources ‘labour’ resources.

The fi rst labour resource is the revenue that work can generate. Men, 
in Galle Toubaaco’s families, are the breadwinners. They generate rev-
enue through their work and control how much money goes to other 
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family members and how they spend it. The entire family, and women 
in particular, are considered to be under the eldest male’s responsibility. 
Amadou Ba Mbaring, who at the time of the interview had been mar-
ried to his fi rst wife for three months, made sense of his responsibility 
for his wife by saying: ‘It can be hard [to manage a woman] because you 
are responsible for her. You brought her into your home and if you are 
not able to support her it can be very diffi cult’ [S1I16ABM ].

Having control over economic resources means deciding how much 
money a wife will receive, as the young Djombo exemplifi ed: ‘men here 
give to women 20,000 FCFA5 at Tabaski,6 the rest they give them is to 
buy what they need to cook’ [S1I5DS  ]. An entry in my diary contributes 
to this analysis:

Today I saw Abdoulaye taking 1,000 FCFA from his bum bag and 
I realised he has a lot of money. However, I have never seen him 
give any to his wife; when she asks, he often says he doesn’t have 
any. Korka (interpreter) heard men talking about this as a behav-
iour men share around here, motivated by the idea that ‘women 
spend their money on futile things’. [Diary, 07.05.2010] 

The father/husband’s control over economic resources makes the entire 
family dependent upon him. Men’s privileged access to revenue gen-
eration grants them a strong source of bargaining power they can use 
to reproduce the social and familiar status quo.

Next, men in Galle Toubaaco enjoy wider access to another labour 
resource: information. When travelling to urban centres or bigger vil-
lages, they can talk to people who often come from different backgrounds 
and areas of the country (or even from other countries). Besides, in the 
urban centres the amount of information available is obviously much 
larger than in Galle Toubaaco. Mas, for instance, said he would: ‘watch 
TV some times when I go to a different village’ [S1I4MD  ]. Almost all 
female informants instead never watched television.

In his interview, Moudi Sow showed some knowledge of international 
politics and alternative social roles (to the ones in Galle Toubaaco). Asked 
about where he learnt such things, Moudi told me without any hesitation:

You know I have travelled a lot, I lived in the Gambia for fi ve 
years, I have been to Kaolack and Dakar so I have experienced 
a lot. I have never been to school but I know a lot because of 
the exposure I got from travelling and talking to different people. 
[S2I13MS  ]
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Women instead have little to no opportunity to travel. The 77-year-old 
Hawa, for instance, said: ‘I didn’t get the chance to travel anywhere; I 
have been here since the day I got married’ [S1I12HB ] and the 20-year-
old Fatou said: ‘I haven’t left the village yet’ [S3I8FDY ]. Mobile phones 
are also a source of information; every male informant possessed a 
mobile phone, while not a single female informant had one. Knowledge 
is an important resource because it grants the power to shape the social 
truth, the doxa, and the biases that reproduce the status quo (Bourdieu 
1977; Dewey [1916] 1966; Gaventa 1980, 2003, 2006). Limited access 
to knowledge means limited opportunity to develop capacity to aspire 
and to question the status quo (Appadurai 2004).

The third labour resource that men enjoy when travelling is the 
access to services that are not available in Galle Toubaaco. In big vil-
lages and urban centres, there are health posts, electricity and water 
facilities, and means of transportation. Access to services means the 
ability to control, for instance, the recharging of cell phones (strategic 
communication tools) and the chance to multiply access to the fi rst two 
resources (e.g. by taking a bus and reaching bigger centres). Also, access 
to services means more opportunities to visit a doctor and enjoy clean 
water and a wider variety of foods, that is, access to better health condi-
tions. After my fi rst month in the village, Korka (my interpreter) told me 
that she overheard men talking of ‘historic food performances outside 
Galle Toubaaco’:

Men around here are all bandits [laughs] they practise alimentary 
banditry!

What do you mean?
I mean that they don’t like the food they get at home so as 

soon as they can they go to a village and eat in a little restaurant. 
Then they go home and pretend nothing has happened, because 
otherwise they should take some back home. It’s normal though, 
all Peul [Fulܦe] do that. [Diary, 22.03.2010] 

Some variation in the distribution of labour discussed above is reported. 
In the village, there are three women who sell a few products. Two of 
these three women are widows, though, that is, they are independent 
from the control of a male elder, and, due to their age, they cannot exit 
the village to gather the products they need. Rather, they send their 
sons to the closest weekly market. The third woman instead would sell 
bread on behalf of her husband; a male cousin would bring the bread 
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from a neighbouring village. Access to money, knowledge and services 
granted men in Galle Toubaaco a position of power within the house-
hold. Men possessed authority on choices regarding both the family 
as a whole and its members individually and, as seen later, infl uenced 
women’s outlook on themselves and on social hierarchies.

A second set of resources contributes to shaping family and social 
power relations between men and women: land and the network of 
relationships. I called these ‘marriage’ resources because they are infl u-
enced by members’ marriage patterns. Those resources differ from 
labour resources in that, while women’s access to labour resources is 
hampered by a social understanding of male adults as family breadwin-
ners, uneven access to marriage resources is shaped by male and female 
children’s different marriage patterns. That difference is still built upon 
an instrumental understanding of women and, as demonstrated below, 
contributes in structuring uneven access to arable land and to a wide 
local network of relationships.

Access to Marriage Resources

In Galle Toubaaco, endogamous marriages (with husband and wife 
both from Galle Toubaaco) are very rare and the husbands generally 
bring their future women to their family house from other communities. 
Aisata Ba, who abandoned her home village and arrived in Galle Tou-
baaco at the age of 14, explained to me that her daughter (aged 13) also 
left her village of origin (Galle Toubaaco) to get married because ‘when 
a couple get married it’s always the woman from another village that 
goes to the man’s house, never the other way around. This is our tradi-
tion and it has always been done like this’ [S1I10AIB  ]. I reconstructed 
the family tree of the village with the help of a large group of male 
members, taking note of the village of origin of all community mem-
bers. The near totality of the women living in Galle Toubaaco were born 
elsewhere, while almost all men were originally from Galle Toubaaco. 
Similar paths of ‘gyneco-mobility’ (the fact that wives relocate from their 
villages of origin to their husbands’ villages) are a strategic response 
to the structural productive and reproductive needs of the community. 
Gyneco-mobility expands the reproductive capacity of the community 
over its original capacity (constrained by the number of women born 
in the community) to the bargaining capacity of the single families. In 
other words, and in line with the perspective suggested by Meillassoux 
(1973, 1991), the families of Galle Toubaaco need women from other 
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villages to expand their community beyond the limits imposed by the 
limited number of possible marriage combinations within the commu-
nity. At the same time, men are needed in productive labour, away from 
the village, so they cannot defend their families in case of kidnapping 
or attack. As a result, there is social pressure for non-violent regula-
tion of marriage patterns amongst communities (conciliatory – fi nding 
marriage agreements – rather than predatory – for instance, kidnap-
ping women). To meet productive and reproductive needs, families in 
Galle Toubaaco engage in a multilateral exchange of women that to 
be functional cannot include women’s possibility to refuse a marriage. 
Galle Toubaaco’s need for exogenous marriages (with the subsequent 
practice of wife eradication from the community of origin) contributed 
to shaping uneven gender access to land and network of relationships 
(marriage resources) that in turn impacted on visible and hidden power 
structures in the community and the family.

According to informants, marriage represented a rite of passage 
towards full membership; it was considered the offi cial threshold 
between infancy and adulthood for both genders, consistent with Fulܦe 
customs observed elsewhere (Riesman 1992): ‘To be a complete person 
a man has to get married’ [S2I12ABM ]; ‘you are not allowed to sit with 
the grown-ups until you are married’ [S1I5DS  ]; ‘I realised my daughter 
was grown up when she was getting married, she was 15 years old’ 
[S1I4MD  ]; ‘My friends are still not married and I think once we get 
married then we will consider ourselves grown-ups’ [S1I13SB].

Often, although not always, marriage is used as a means to strengthen 
geographically distant intra-familiar relations. Mas, for instance, said: 
‘My wife is a relative and it’s our parents that united us, my dad went 
to ask my wife’s parents for me. [. . .] I didn’t choose my wife but I was 
lucky that my parents chose somebody I actually liked’ [S1I4MD  ]. Sidi 
Ba (a 38-year-old man who had been married to his wife for 21 years) 
said: ‘My wife is my cousin’ [S1I3SB  ]. Ami explained that: ‘My parents 
chose him [the husband] because he was a good person; he was a rela-
tive and a hard worker’ [S1I5AS], and Penda, talking of her wedding 
with Ndene, said: ‘My parents talked about him [the husband] before 
because he was a relative but we never saw each other’ [S1I9PS  ].

Various male informants, asked about the qualities that a woman has 
to possess for them to marry her, made reference to the help she could 
guarantee through her physiological reproductive functioning (giving 
birth) or material reproductive working ability (managing the house, 
preparing food), rather than to the characteristics of her personality:
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If you are looking for a good woman to marry what would you look for?
I would look for a woman who is hard working and someone 

who is into her religion. [S2I1SB  ]
Why did he [the husband] divorce the other women?
[. . .] he married but she couldn’t have kids so he divorced her. 

[S2I2DS   ]
What characters should a woman have for you to marry her?
Someone who doesn’t cause trouble and takes care of the 

family. [S2I9MB]
Why does a man get married?
You get married to have a woman at your side to have kids 

with you. [S3I4MD   ]
To me the best [the most important thing in my marriage] is 

that my mum is fi nally able to rest a little from housework. Now 
she has someone who can take over cooking and cleaning and 
give her a break, she was getting really tired from doing all of the 
work. [S1I8AB] 

From the sample, one case only stood out for expressing a different view 
about his wife, that of Sidi Ba, who said: ‘My wife is the most important 
person in my life. She knows me very well and takes care of me and I 
trust her with my life’ [S1I3SB  ]. The way other men talked of the quali-
ties to be sought in a wife suggests that they value their contribution to 
family work for social reproduction.

Local dowry practices also support a similar understanding. When 
asked about his marriage, Sidi Ba said: ‘I gave the dowry when she was 
only 8 and I just really liked her and I didn’t want someone else to come 
and marry her off’ [S1I3SB]. The dowry for the fi rst wife is usually paid 
by the elders (the parents in Sidi Ba’s case above), since young people 
are excluded from the reproductive organisation of the community. 
Ami, for instance, talked about her son’s marriage in these terms:

My son chose his wife while she was very young [. . .]. Since my 
son’s wife was too young, he asked for us to save her for him. We 
the parents agreed with his request and saved the girl until she 
was old enough to marry. [. . .] once she turned 15 she agreed and 
we brought her to our family home. [S1I6AS  ]

The dowry is a form of credit that binds in a contract the family that gives 
it and the family that receives it; as such, it ties the two families within 
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the same conceptual aire matrimoniale (marriage area), an alliance for 
the reciprocal help in absolving reproductive functions (Meillassoux 
1960, 1991). The dowry is often shown to possible competitors and allies 
with a concrete object. In the case of Galle Toubaaco, as Ami said, con-
tinuing her narration above, it is a necklace: ‘Once a girl is promised 
to someone, she wears a promise necklace so everyone knows she is 
engaged’ [S1I6AS  ].

Finally, I would like for the reader to consider the verbs commonly 
used for ‘to marry’ in Fulfulde by members of Sombo Diake: hoowude 
(to copulate, from a man’s perspective) and ьaƾude (to bring the bride 
to the husband’s village). I am not suggesting that men and women 
in Galle Toubaaco were not capable of mutual love and respect, as I 
observed the opposite to be true. Rather, what I am saying is that peo-
ple’s shared narrative used to describe women’s and men’s roles and 
relations (including marriage) – that is, the choice of words that people 
used to talk about those – conveyed a sense of superiority and domina-
tion to men that partially contributed to sustaining gender inequality in 
the village.

Marriage patterns unveil a structure of the family and the society 
where women were unlikely to gain the full status of social and politi-
cal equals. Women in Galle Toubaaco were caretakers and cooks that 
would live in other communities, rather than revenue generators, bread-
winners or political leaders. It is unlikely that men would change their 
view of women before being challenged with the task of acknowledging 
their human dignity – this process being, inter alia, the task of problem-
posing education (Mergner 2004). As has already been suggested over 
a century ago by Stuart Mill, if men are raised in the idea of being supe-
rior to women, it is implausible that this will not impact on their social 
behaviour or that they will not shape a society that raises children in the 
same belief (Mill [1869] 2008).

These power relations, where women had little chances of being 
socially empowered, were also shaped by (and in turn contributed to 
regulating) access to marriage resources: land and network of relation-
ships. Informants helped make sense of the reasons for a patriarchal 
lineage in access to ownership of land. They reported that in Galle 
Toubaaco, parents give the land to male children so that they can farm 
crops on it and provide for their families. Their female children instead 
will leave the village, so there is no point in giving them land. Women 
would get a ‘mobile’ dowry when they get married: bed sheets, some 
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goats and maybe one or two cows. These are still valuable assets in abso-
lute terms, but offer less sustainable economic stability (animals can die, 
be eaten or sold). Talking of heritage rules, Sidi Ba, for instance, said:

Which one of your kids is going to inherit your land?
The boys are going to inherit the land; they are going to share 

the land.
What about the animals?
The same thing for the animals.
What about the house?
It will be their house just like everything else.
What about the women, do they inherit anything?
Women can only inherit animals but not land. Women get 

married and go off to different places and can own land where 
they are married at but not their fathers’ land. [S2I1SB  ]

Informants reported that married women would work small parcels 
of land in the village of destination; land would not be theirs, though, 
since if their marriage ended after divorce, ‘my husband would take 
back the fi eld in which I used to farm’ [S1I11FDY ]. Often women did 
not own land in their village of origin either, due to the same social 
norms regulating dowry practices linked to traditional marriage pat-
terns, as in Sidi Ba’s case above. Their access to land was then always 
conditioned by working for the patriarch in producing subsistence 
food for the family.

Land is a crucial form of power; arable land is an important form of 
private property, and access to it is a vital factor infl uencing the gender 
gap in economic well-being, empowerment and social status (Amanor-
Wilks 2009; Kevane and Gray 1999). Access to land, then, represented 
a challenge both in human rights terms and from a human develop-
ment perspective for the community of Galle Toubaaco. The need to 
increase women’s land access in sub-Saharan Africa has been defi ned 
as vital, especially at times where food security is compromised (as in 
recent years in Senegal) (Kuiper and Sap 1995; Pearson and Sweet-
man 2011; Toulmin 2007; Tsikata 2009). Another study on Fulܦe cus-
toms has evidenced that women do not own land due to other factors 
as well; they are also ashamed of doing so because of social norms 
regulating what women are expected to possess or the way in which 
labour is expected to be distributed between genders (Buhl 1999). Due 
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to the resistance of similar customary traditions, supported by power 
relations amongst community members, State normative interven-
tion and law enforcement in this direction has been proved weak in 
the past (Amanor 2007). Structural power relations infl uence access to 
land and, dialectically, access to land grants men that power. It is at the 
level of power relations, then, that development programmes can fos-
ter women’s empowerment in realities like the one in Galle Toubaaco. 
Later, therefore, it will be seen whether Tostan’s programme impacted 
on those relations.

The second key marriage resource is the network of relationships. 
Most of the married women in Galle Toubaaco left their village of ori-
gin, where they were part of a relational network built during child-
hood. They arrived in Galle Toubaaco as their husbands’ wives to take 
on house-caring responsibilities and with fewer opportunities (in terms 
of time) to build deep friendship relationships with other women in 
the community of destination. With marriage, girls exit the relational 
network built during childhood and face the challenge of developing a 
new one in the village of destination. Kardiata, a 70-year-old woman, 
said with regret during her fi rst interview: ‘I haven’t seen my childhood 
friends for a long time, they all have gotten married and gone to dif-
ferent villages. I have one friend who is still here with me, her name is 
Diallo’ [S1I7KS  ]. Most female informants told me they found it diffi -
cult to ‘open their heart’ with each other. Dembaye Sow, another female 
elder of the village, at the end of the fi rst interview murmured: ‘Alas! 
The things I think about I can’t talk about at all. I don’t talk about things 
I think about with others’ [S1I1DS   ].

The men of Galle Toubaaco, instead, are still part of their childhood 
relational network. Asked to list their friends, male informants could 
easily name many people still living in Galle Toubaaco and with whom 
they still spent time. Take, for instance, what 27-year-old Amadou 
Ba said: ‘My childhood male friends are still here, my best friend is a 
Abdoulaye Sow [. . .] Back when we were little kids there weren’t many 
young girls in the village’ [S1I8AB].

A weak network of relationships affects people’s opportunities to 
affi liate and overcome a group social inequality. If the oppressed social 
sectors have fewer opportunities to structure individual concerns into a 
programme of action than the social sectors who are oppressing them, 
the former cannot coordinate to challenge the social status quo fostered 
by the latter. People’s associative and decisional liberties are strongly con-
nected: limiting the former means hindering the latter (Nussbaum 2000).
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Internal and External Segregation

Some forms of gender seclusion and segregation confl ict with human 
development when they limit the development of members’ full human 
functionings, with particular reference to the capabilities of imagination 
and affi liation, framed conceptually earlier in the book (see Chapter 2; 
Nussbaum 2000). Data from Galle Toubaaco suggest that gender inter-
nal and external segregation contributes to fostering unequal power 
dynamics within the household and the rural community that hindered 
a reconsideration of the unequal gender access to strategic resources. A 
gendered life, with little or no opportunity for sharing mutual concerns 
over social norms in place in the village, contributes to protecting the 
social status quo by hindering women’s opportunities to renegotiate 
their status by challenging men’s outlook. In similar conditions of seg-
regation, isolated and episodic resistance, such as that reported in the 
village, struggles to challenge the status quo: information about shar-
ing the same conditions, the same fate, is fundamental to renegotiating 
relations of power amongst different social groups (Clegg 1989; Mann 
1986). To challenge social power structures infl uenced by (and at the 
same time regulating) access to key resources, community members 
had to overcome gender segregation, if not in their daily life, at least in 
new places structured for this purpose (e.g. the HRE class).

Gender segregation in Galle Toubaaco has a double facet: it is 
amongst people of different gender (men/women) – external segre-
gation – and amongst people of the same gender but of different age 
(young men/old men and young women/old women) – internal segre-
gation. The differences in patterns of internal segregation have social 
causes and consequences; causes are to be sought in how children 
experience their parents’ authority and in the different relational net-
works men and women enjoy. Consequences are in the relations of 
power amongst and within gender-homogenous groups of men and 
women. In Galle Toubaaco, relations of power shape different hierar-
chies within the group of men and the group of women that had an 
infl uence on the different way young women’s and men’s participation 
in decision-making changed after the HRE programme.

Male and female members do not have many occasions for meet-
ing up and sharing time together. A gendered division of labour lim-
its the opportunities they have to interact. Their social roles within 
the family narrow down those interactions further by structuring a 
network of relationships where men and women are limited to no 
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opportunities of sharing ideas or opinions. Ami Sow, for instance, 
when asked about her motivation to go to classes, reported that this 
was her only opportunity to talk with other members: ‘If I stay home 
I have nobody to talk to, all of my kids are boys’ [S2I11AS  ]. Asked to 
give more detail, Ami explained that boys and men are not interested 
in talking with women and vice versa, while if she had at least one 
daughter, they could spend some time together talking. Talking of 
relations between men and women, Samba Diallo said: ‘I don’t go to 
the women’s meetings [. . .] The only time I see everybody is during 
events like baptisms or weddings’ [S2I15SD ]. Confi rming the limited 
opportunities for men and women to talk and interact, Mas identi-
fi ed the reason for little contact between men and women in terms 
of a natural predisposition to share time with people of the same 
gender: ‘It has always been organised this way, the women have their 
group and the men have theirs. I think this is how things are because 
women feel more comfortable amongst women and men feel com-
fortable amongst each other’ [S1I4MD  ].

Gender segregation is rarely perceived as problematic (as in Mas’s 
case above); rather, people believed that it is natural, fostering a higher 
moral order, and they do not see it as the result of social biases that force 
men and women into assuming social behaviours and roles (Saltzman 
Chafetz 2006). Adolescent and young men also reported limited or no 
contact with women. Djombo, a 22-year-old man, was (and probably 
still is) the strongest player of chokki (a game similar to chequers) in the 
community. When I asked him if he ever played chokki with a woman, 
he answered that could never happen: ‘we [the men] have never tried 
to play with women. The only time we play with the women is when 
there is an event and we play the drums and the women clap and dance’ 
[S1I5DS  ]. Although recent research conducted with American adoles-
cents suggests that gender segregation during adolescence might be 
physiological to a certain extent (at least in certain societies) (Mehta 
and Strough 2010), in Galle Toubaaco that segregation is aggravated by 
the different social roles that girls are called to cover after their wed-
ding, when they reach puberty.

Child marriages contribute to fostering gender segregation. This is 
because they limit young girls’ interactions with their brothers or local 
friends by segregating them within the household where they take up 
the role of wife and comply with their husband’s authority. Different 
marriage patterns might impact on members’ social behaviour when 
they reach adulthood: it has been argued that the gender segregation 
that boys and girls experience during their childhood infl uences their 
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adult relations by fostering the same segregation (Maccoby 1995). This 
seems to be the case in Galle Toubaaco, where men and women have 
opportunities to share the same space: marriages, baptisms or assem-
blies are just some examples of those opportunities. Even then, though, 
members do not behave differently from the social order they are used 
to: women and men are not used to talking together, and during social 
events they replicate the external segregation they experience in other 
moments:

Today Mamadou Sow is getting married for the second time and 
has prepared a great celebration. We have been dancing and play-
ing all night. Mas, the griot, has shouted for hours entertaining all 
the public. When I fi rst arrived I couldn’t see any women around. 
Ndene tells me they are taking care of cooking the food after the 
men killed the cow. Other women are preparing the bride and 
the house (Dembaye is burning some plants in the house to keep 
out evil spirits). The men are playing cards with the groom and 
are making fun of Mamadou. [Diary, 04.05.2010] 

Also during baptisms men and women are separated from each other: 
the women take care of the baby and congratulate the wife, while the 
men choose the goat to slaughter or drink tea:

Today I was invited to a baptism. I have been told the baby will 
be called Ben after me although Korka says it’s a lie – he will be 
called Djombo. I entered the baby’s room, where the mother and 
other women gathered. It’s Fatou Diallo’s grandchild who will 
be baptised. I feel weird for being the only man in the hut (apart 
from Abdoulaye who brought me in) and I see the mother of the 
baby is not completely at ease with me (and possibly Abdoulaye) 
being there. But Fatou is very welcoming and gives me the baby to 
hold. She is very happy today. Abdoulaye insists on taking a pic-
ture of me holding the baby. When we go out of the hut, the men 
are slaughtering the goat and making tea. Amadou Sow shouted, 
‘Ben come here with the men, where your place belongs,’ and 
laughed. [Diary, 12.05.2010] 

Other village gatherings reproduced gender segregation: Figure 5.1 
offers an example of gender distribution during a village meeting and 
Figure 5.2 shows participants’ distribution during two of the fi rst HRE 
classes.
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Figure 5.1 Distribution of community members in a village meeting held on 
10 April 2010

Figure 5.2 Distribution of participants during two HRE classes held on 26 April 2010 
and 30 April 2010

Both fi gures show that there is a strong tendency to sit beside people of 
the same gender, following gender segregation practices as described 
above. Gender segregation seems to be a normal practice in the other 
villages around Galle Toubaaco:

Abdoulaye, Amadou and I went to Mbos today for the weekly 
market. There is a ceremony of the socialist party, there must be 
around 3,000 people and I am the only white person. All women 
are sat on one side of the square and all men on another side. I 
asked Abdoulaye and Amadou why men and women sit segre-
gated. They answered, embarrassed: ‘that’s the way it has to be’. 
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They asked me if in Italy ‘it’s different’. I said yes, we can sit close 
together and nothing happens. They replied that in Senegal if 
men and women sit one beside the other they would kiss, and 
laughed vigorously. [Diary, 08.05.2010] 

In addition to these forms of external segregation, in Galle Toubaaco there 
are also practices of internal segregation within gender-homogenous 
groups. Internal segregation, however, impacts differently in women’s 
and men’s groups. Men are split into age segments with limited inter-
actions among them. Women have more interaction with other women 
of different ages. In Galle Toubaaco, young women and men question 
the elders differently: Omar Ba (one of the intellectuals of the village) 
and Fatou Diallo, for instance, reported that ‘in the men’s meetings the 
older men speak the most and make all of the decisions and the young 
men respect the decisions, it’s not the same in the women’s meetings’ 
[S2IS2OB  ]; and that ‘The men respect their elders much more than the 
women do’ [S2I8FD  ].

According to informants, relations between young and older women 
are more informal and frequent than between young and older men. 
Data analysis suggests that the causes of this difference are to be found 
in child and polygamous marriages. Young fi rst wives need older wom-
en’s advice on how to deal with a wife’s tasks. Young Fatoumata Diallo 
(who had the same name as the older Fatou), for instance, told me that 
all her friends would visit an older woman to ask for advice, and that: 
‘There is an old lady here named Metta that I go to every time I need to 
talk to someone’ [S2IF5DY]. Young girls have much contact with older 
women while men (as seen later) tended to stick to men of their age 
when seeking advice. When they are not fi rst wives, rather, young girls 
have to defend the legitimacy of their role with other co-wives – usu-
ally older women. Or, vice versa, older women might feel threatened by 
younger wives. They might be afraid that the higher reproductive capac-
ity of the young girls might threaten their source of power in the relation 
with the husband (Meillassoux 1991). The relation between young and 
old women, then, becomes problematic by virtue of the renegotiation of 
the power equilibrium into which the presence of a younger (and sup-
posedly more attractive and fertile) woman engages older women:

I see it [discrimination] all the time, I see some men for example 
marry several women and he will start favouring one woman 
over the others. [. . .]
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Can you give me an example of discrimination that has happened 
here before?

For example you have a fi rst wife and then you marry a second 
wife and after that stop taking care of your fi rst wife, it happens 
here all the time. [S2I2DS   ]

[. . .] the fi rst wives are discriminated against when the hus-
band marries a second wife. In some cases, he starts treating his 
fi rst wife badly and doesn’t talk to her much. [S2I3OB  ]

The changing power dynamics in the household, following the arrival of 
a new wife, frequently generate jealousy and tension amongst co-wives. 
Fatou and Dembaye, for instance, said: ‘I fought against my husband’s 
fi rst wife because of our kids [. . .] She is jealous that my husband mar-
ried me and we started having kids’ [S1I2FD  ]; ‘I had several fi ghts with 
my co-wife, especially when we were younger, even over little things’ 
[S2I2DS   ]. Similar fi ghts are usually settled by the husband: ‘my hus-
band came and decided for us’ [S1I2FD]; when this happens, women 
experience both the higher authority of their husband (acting as a judge 
in the fi ght) and their equal conditions in terms of the resources they 
can mobilise to gain power. In gaining their husband’s approval, young 
women can count on the power that comes from their reproductive 
capacity and older women can use age and experience.

Women, then, experience fl uid relations of power within their gen-
der group. Young girls – possibly strengthened by their higher fertility 
that gives them a position of advantage in the family – can question 
the authority of the female elders, hoping to be backed up by their 
husband’s support by virtue of their higher reproductive capacity rate. 
Women see young women fi ghting – or fi ght themselves – against 
older women and, possibly, see the young woman winning the confl ict 
(obtaining her husband’s favour). In other words, women learn to chal-
lenge same-gender elders.

Men, instead, experience more hierarchical power dynamics within 
their group. Young men learn that everyone in the family recognises 
the eldest male as embodying the highest authority. In Galle Toubaaco, 
respect for the male elders is likely to be derived from a patriarchal 
structure of the family, shaped by capitalist relations of production. 
Young men learn that the family works and produces for the patriarch, 
family members work for him, and he, in turn, grants them protec-
tion (Meillassoux 1991). It is made even stronger by the fact that the 
patriarchal structure is embodied in the ethnic tradition of the Fulܦe 
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(Buhl 1999) that, in Senegal, contributes to defi ning their identity 
against the cultural imperialism of the ethnic majority (see Chapter 2; 
McLaughlin 1995; Riesman 1992).

Data suggest that women in Galle Toubaaco have limited freedoms 
and decision-making power within the family. This lack of power is 
evident in family and society because of the limited access women 
have to ‘travel’ and ‘marriage’ resources (which, in turn, replicates and 
fosters unequal access to these resources). In addition, gender seg-
regation in place in Galle Toubaaco contributes to reproducing an 
unequal social status quo, where women’s human development and 
human rights are not fully protected. Gender segregation limits social 
interactions between genders that are essential for men and women to 
problematise that status quo and change it together. Women do have 
a space of autonomy: they enjoy time together while gathering water, 
cooking during marriages or baptisms, and possibly in other moments 
inaccessible to a male researcher (or to Korka, who visited the village 
sporadically for the interviews) and that therefore cannot be docu-
mented. However, women lacked both moments of full social interac-
tion with the men and the capacity to problematise social behaviours 
as a changeable status quo.

Women would need to problematise their social reality together with 
the men, overcoming gender segregation and collaborating with them 
in renegotiating gender roles and relations. The different components 
analysed above (access to travel and marriage resources, and gender 
external and internal segregation) intertwined, affecting the distribution 
of power among men and women within the household.

Power Distribution in the Household

In Galle Toubaaco, gender segregation and access to labour and mar-
riage resources contributed in shaping power as domination. Gaventa 
(1980) argued that power holders make use of available social mecha-
nisms to obtain passive agreement of subjugated groups to the social 
status quo they want to reproduce. In Galle Toubaaco, power distribu-
tion among genders does not only impact on overt processes of deci-
sion-making and covert processes of defi nition of the political agenda 
(as analysed in the next section on decision-making); it also infl uences 
members’ perceptions of men’s and women’s social status and roles. 
The fact that women in the fi rst set of interviews described their posi-
tion within the household as defi ned by tradition or culture (that it ‘has 
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always been like this’ [S1I10AIB  ]) helps to explain why women tended 
to comply with unequal distribution of freedoms and uneven access to 
resources.

Unequal access to labour and marriage resources contributes to 
structuring the power that men in Galle Toubaaco exercise in the family. 
In the interviews, many informants referred to the fact that the husband 
could choose, for instance, how much money the wife received for her 
personal needs, could decide whether she could try to fi nd a job, could 
infl uence her vote during election periods, could engage her in duties 
(such as the Tostan classes) without having asked her opinion before, 
and could have control over her religious practices and sexual inter-
course. Some informants depicted the situation of the women as with-
out any power to make decisions. For example, the ‘young’ Fatou, who 
wanted to join Tostan classes, said: ‘My husband didn’t permit me to 
take the class’ [S1I11FDY ] and in a later interview said: ‘if my husband 
tells me to stop doing something I will stop [. . .] if I make a decision I 
make sure my husband will accept it, because he brought me here so 
I have to respect him’ [S3I8FDY  ]. Amadou Ba Mbaring, talking about 
his wife participating in the classes, said: ‘If I wasn’t happy she would 
not be taking the class’ and added: ‘[A woman’s role is] to respect her 
husband and do as he says’ [S1I16ABM ]. The ‘young’ Amadou also said:

[if a mother asks something of a child and a father asks him to 
do something else] He should do what the father sent him to do. 
The father is the man of the house and has priority over everyone 
in the house. [S2I14ABY ]

However, resistance to men’s authority was reported. For example, 
informants recalled some arguments in married couples, mostly because 
of women refusing to have sexual intercourse with their spouses. That 
refusal generated male normative counter-resistance actions and 
domestic violence: ‘if you see a husband beat his wife it’s maybe because 
she refused to sleep with him’ [S1I12HB  ] ‘The worst thing a wife could 
do is refuse to sleep with her husband’ [S1I16ABM ]. According to infor-
mants, such forms of behaviour challenging men’s authority (such as an 
argument between co-wives, contradicting the husband’s prescription 
of a peaceful family setting) could lead to domestic violence, with the 
husband beating up his wife. The nurse at the local health post reported 
that domestic violence was widespread in the area: ‘[There are] a lot [of 
women that come to the health post with signs of violence] and even 
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women that are pregnant [. . .] when they arrive they always say it’s 
their husbands that beat them’ [S3IS1HP]. Penda, talking of her sister 
who lived in another village, said:

After getting back home from the hospital the husband started 
beating her. [. . .] He beat her because he was stronger and she 
was just a kid. She was still healing so she was in bed resting a 
lot and he would always ask her to do things she could not. There 
were certain things the doctors had told my sister she could not 
do but the husband didn’t care and he insisted that she had to do 
all of the work. [S1I9PS  ]

This does not mean that women in Galle Toubaaco are totally power-
less. Although rarely, it happened that at night some wives and hus-
bands argued so loudly that they could be heard from the other side of 
the village. Also, during a human rights class, women revealed having 
tried various times (before the programme) to convince the men of 
their need to practise family planning. Data show resistance in the vil-
lage to men’s power in the form of women refusing to sleep with their 
husbands; however, female informants considered this as dangerous 
due to the violent consequences that might follow that refusal. In the 
data, there is little evidence of diverging trajectories from the public 
roles that men and women covered and claimed to cover; a reason for 
this could likely be, for instance, that informants in their fi rst interviews 
could have been reluctant to declare their divergence from behav-
ioural norms, especially to an outsider. Alternatively, the high value 
which the Fulܦe place on respecting the role they are expected to play 
within their society might have impacted on their capacity to conform 
with behavioural norms in public spaces where I could observe their 
behaviour (Botte et al. 1999; Riesman 1992). However, there seems to 
be little doubt that the social norms regulating power between men 
and women gave men authority over women, and not vice versa; that 
authority had its foundation in power coming from privileged access 
to labour and marriage resources.

Those power relations were not completely static and, since they 
were infl uenced by structural conditions that had changed over time, 
were open to change again. I spent two hours with Hawa Ba, the oldest 
woman in the village, talking about the difference between what life 
was like in the 1950s and today. She saw in the modernisation pro-
cesses of the last 50 years (and the related technology) the cause for 
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women having more time to get together, having more public speaking 
skills and a changing (more fl exible) role:

Women have more free time to do whatever they want, they have 
a lot more clothing and the women communicate better and are 
more organised. It’s not much about more time but maybe a little 
bit more fl exibility to do more. Women still work just like I did 
before, they still go work in the farms and come home, cook and 
clean. But there is always time for other stuff. [S1I12HB  ]

Kardiatou, Fatou and Dembaye also confi rmed that life had changed 
for the women in Galle Toubaaco in the last 50 years. Thus, the power 
equilibrium that infl uences gender roles in Galle Toubaaco seems to be 
dynamic and likely to follow the variations in the structural factors that 
contribute towards shaping it. HRE’s potential to challenge those roles 
might therefore be based on the fact that those roles are not static and 
that change happened over the years, only very slowly.

So far, I have argued that unequal access to labour and marriage 
resources in Galle Toubaaco structured uneven power relations that in 
turn created domestic violence, unequal healthcare and unequal edu-
cational opportunities. Similar power relations have been understood 
as limiting women’s human development and hindering their access 
to basic freedoms and human rights (Nussbaum 2000). Nussbaum 
(2000) saw in the family a social construct that has been the major site 
of women’s oppression. The social relation built within the family and 
the report that informants gave of it suggest that in their control over 
(or struggle to control) their wives’ lives, husbands saw in them a tool 
for social reproduction, not a human being having freedoms and capa-
bilities that deserved recognition of their dignity and expansion.

Reasons for lack of ‘revolutionary’ social change may vary. A revolu-
tionary power renegotiation, with a woman demanding, for instance, 
the right to work against her husband’s will, was possibly hampered by 
the interrelation of three factors. First, women lacked capacity to con-
ceptualise a social alternative. Gaventa (1980, 2006) called ‘dynamic of 
invisible power’ the processes that construct people’s understanding of 
the reality as the only one possible. In exercising their daily roles, men 
and women of Galle Toubaaco reproduce the social norms that both 
regulate access to power in the household and foster mental schemata 
and biases that uphold that status quo. To break the reproduction of 
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power (and powerlessness) relations, members of Galle Toubaaco had 
to affi liate together and develop the capacity to aspire to a different 
distribution of power within the household by having the experience of 
alternative possible courses of action.

Second, if women possessed the capacity to aspire, their limited 
access to key resources might give reasons to fear isolation from the 
family anyway. A wife might fear that challenging male authority could 
result in her husband divorcing her, and she might want to avoid the 
social humiliation and the economic disadvantages of that (a woman 
had no land or revenue). As Folbre (1986) argued, poorer women are 
more likely to behave in their husbands’ interest, fearing the welfare 
reduction that might occur with divorce (or cooperation breakdown). 
While the social situation analysed before the programme put women 
in a disadvantaged condition (limited power in the household for eco-
nomic safety), breaking up with that situation might have led to even 
worse conditions (excessive economic burden and social isolation). 
Women need to comply with a position of limited gain because they 
cannot exit that condition, at least not individually. Only if all women in 
the community challenged that social condition, would men then need 
to renegotiate their role (Bicchieri 2006; Nash 1952; Osborne 2000). 
A woman’s reproductive function is replaceable with that of another 
woman (Meillassoux 1991), but that function would become inalien-
able if all women stood on the same ideological position: one of equal-
ity, for instance. A woman alone cannot, however, refuse to abide by 
household dynamics (when they do not exit from the socially accepted), 
the risk passing from a limited disadvantage and gain, to a totally dis-
advantaged condition.

Third, when women tried to renegotiate certain behaviours (as in the 
case of family planning or sexual intercourse), men showed resistance 
to change and implicitly refused to renegotiate the power relations that 
ultimately granted them the authority to deny women’s requests. Men 
could not be forced to change power dynamics, since they could use 
violence and authority to reinforce them.

Room for change existed, though. The way informants justifi ed 
different gender roles admitted different trajectories for the future. 
Informants did not refer to biological or religious reasons to justify 
differences in gender roles and responsibilities. Instead, they mostly 
referred to the fact that ‘the things have always been like this amongst 
the Pulaar’ [S2I13MS  ]. The words of the ‘young’ Amadou Ba Mbaring 
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are paradigmatic: ‘[A woman’s role is] to respect her husband and do as 
he says. We found things this way in our culture’ [S1I16ABM ]. The way 
participants explained gender differences is of paramount importance 
for analysing possible room for social change within the rural commu-
nity. The low resistance to men’s authority helps understand women’s 
diffi culty when it comes to enhancing their bargaining power in the 
household within the limits of existing social norms (Kevane 2004). The 
renegotiation process of gender identity was possible because partici-
pants did not understand gender differences as based on immutable 
circumstances (say, for instance, religious will or ‘nature’). Beliefs that 
societal roles follow processes beyond natural human infl uence would 
threaten the relationship between political action and change in the 
collective future status quo (Kashima et al. 2011). An appeal to biology 
or theology, external forces or ‘authorities’ would lead to determinism, 
and perhaps to the impossibility of renegotiating relationships. In con-
trast, in the HRE programme, social practices could be re-examined and 
reconsidered for their fairness, practicality or long-term well-being of 
the community.

POLITICAL STRUCTURE AND DECISION-MAKING: 
VISIBLE AND HIDDEN POWER

The idea of demokaraasi that in Galle Toubaaco gives form to the politi-
cal structure in place in the village perpetuates uneven access to visible 
and hidden power and, as such, limits the community’s empowerment 
and members’ human development. It reproduces the patriarchal rela-
tions of power-regulating gender dynamics analysed above. Male elders 
control agenda-setting and decision-making in the political arena. They 
hold a traditional form of authority which, being built upon tacit norms 
of power, cannot be questioned without the conceptualisation of it as 
unjust and changeable.

Political Structure

In Galle Toubaaco, the political decision-making process is structured 
over three different layers accessible to a variable number of people: 
a governing level accessible to three men only, a consultative level 
open to an elite of male elders and a direct-democratic level open to 
the entire village. The ‘triumvirate’ includes Abdoulaye Ba, the village 
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chief, Sidi Sow, the Imam and Ndene Ba, the self-appointed ‘respon-
sible for political activities’, a role that does not exist in Senegalese law: 
‘Ndene and Abdoulaye make decisions for the village. They are both 
very important for the village’ [S1I10AIB  ]; ‘Apart from the Chief and the 
Imam, Ndene is the only other infl uential person [decision-maker] in the 
village [. . .]’ [S1I3SB  ].

According to Senegalese law, the village chief must be democratically 
elected since he represents the Government of Senegal in the village 
and is the sole legally recognised local administrative authority. The vil-
lage chief is responsible for the respect and the execution of the law in 
the village; controls the application of State measures; takes care of the 
village census; collects all taxes; and promotes the economic, social, cul-
tural, environmental and health development of the village ( République 
du Sénégal 1996). In Galle Toubaaco, Abdoulaye Ba had been designated 
village chief through line of descent at his father’s death when he was 32 
years old. Due to his young age, he was considered unfi t for leading by 
many informants. Informants reported respect for him due to the ‘legal’ 
authority he embodied, rather than the charisma they instead found in 
other elders or intellectuels.

Ndene, uncle of Abdoulaye Ba and ‘responsible for political activi-
ties’, also plays a key role in the decision-making of the community. 
According to informants (including the village chief himself), Abdou-
laye consults Ndene on every political decision to be taken. Ndene did 
not have a pre-defi ned role (either administrative or religious); how-
ever, he built his power through age, experience and knowledge. At the 
death of the former village chief (Geladjo, Abdoulaye’s father), Ndene 
tried to embody the charismatic authority held by the previous chief, 
delegating the legal-traditional authority to Abdoulaye (who became 
village chief). He did not succeed; rather, community members’ respect 
for him was based on his ‘dangerous’ knowledge and attitude. Omar, 
who brought forward his candidature after Geladjo’s death, explained:

Why did Ndene want Abdoulaye to be chief?
When the elections for chief occurred I went to the govern-

ment offi cials four times because I was against Ndene’s decision 
but eventually the rest of the village backed Ndene on his deci-
sion because they were afraid of him [. . .] Whenever you talk 
with Ndene he talks about the law, he likes the law too much but 
the people here are afraid of the law. [S2IS2OB  ]
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Sidi Sow, the Imam, represents a key political fi gure and is taken into 
consideration by Abdoulaye and Ndene for most of the political deci-
sions taken. His authority is directly derived from his religious role. Before 
becoming the village’s Imam, he was one of the marabouts of the commu-
nity. He took on the role on the death of the previous Imam (his father).

At the second level of decision-making stand the elders and wealthy 
married men. Less often, and only in certain circumstances (either dic-
tated by contingency or rational deliberation), the three men described 
above consult a wider group of male community members, either 
because of their positions of elders, intellectuels, rich members, or due 
to the nature of the decisions to be taken (which, for instance, might 
regard a particular family):

I fi nally have made sense of what happened the other day. Ndene 
was coming back from Mbirkilane and started talking with some 
young people. Two of them, who took iassi (a talisman that causes 
those who drink it to faint – if they become angry – so that they 
avoid hurting other people), lost consciousness (and who knows 
though, they might have been just drunk). A third one, Aliou, 
insulted Ndene. Ndene’s son (Moussa) was about to fi ght with 
Aliou, but Kebe (the Tostan facilitator) calmed him down. The 
following day, Aliou went to Ndene’s house and cut the leaves 
of the trees there, as a form of offence. Ndene was about to hit 
him, but Omar intervened. Ndene then called the forest rangers 
who took Aliou to prison. Abdoulaye then summoned a meeting 
with Ndene, Sidi Sow, Omar, and other intellectuels to settle the 
dispute. The following day, Aliou went to Mbirkilane and paid a 
bail of 25,000 CFA. [Diary, 02.05.2010] 

At the third level of decision-making are village assemblies, in which 
every community member (with no limitations of age or gender) is free 
to participate. The assemblies observed during fi eldwork took place in 
Abdoulaye’s courtyard. In all the assemblies observed before the HRE 
programme, Ndene spoke for the largest amount of time (compared 
with other members individually). Other interventions, in equal mea-
sure, were made by Abdoulaye and the elders. Dembaye (the female 
elder) also spoke once. No other women or young male members ever 
took the fl oor.

The spatial distribution of people during village meetings also helps 
us understand the roles that community members held during those 
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assemblies. It is common sense that the direction in which people look 
depends on whom they are listening to and/or whom they expect to 
talk, that is, who leads the meeting. In Galle Toubaaco, the seating 
order represented in Figure 5.3 remained the same during all village 
assemblies.

On a mat at the centre of the meeting, the male elders sat together 
with, at the edge of the mat, Dembaye. Ndene sat in the middle of the 
group of elders. Abdoulaye (the village chief) sat amongst the young 
married men of the village. The women sat on the right, men on the 
left. Mas – the griot – sat on a plastic canister, between men and women. 
Kebe, the Tostan facilitator, sat on a chair. The distance from the cen-
tre of the meeting seems to refl ect members’ age: the older, the closer. 
Members’ distribution suggests a meeting held by the people sitting on 
the mat: Ndene in particular. Abdoulaye’s position was consistent with 
data about members’ perception of his role related to his age.

Figure 5.4 offers a representation of power distribution and partici-
pation in the decision-making process among population clusters that 
emerged during data analysis and shows the demographic distribution 
of community members within the same population clusters.

In human rights and human development terms, this political con-
fi guration does not pose problems in itself: modern liberal democracies 

Figure 5.3 Distribution of community members during a meeting held on 
10 April 2010
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are built on the idea that political decision-making must be delegated 
to elected representatives (see, for instance, the referential work of Dahl 
1971). Issues come both with the democratic capacity of the system 
and with the power distribution in the processes of decision-making 
and setting the political agenda. It is hence necessary to understand 
how community members succeed in making use of that political struc-
ture to exercise their visible and hidden power and to contribute to the 
human development of their community.

As seen earlier, instead of being elected through a democratic pro-
cedure, Abdoulaye was designated by line of descent at the death of his 
father. At that time, Omar put his name forward for the position. He 
did so by claiming that the line of descent had been erroneously inter-
preted, rather than demanding a fair democratic election. Ndene, how-
ever, convinced community members that Abdoulaye was the one to be 
supported: ‘Ndene is the one who installed Abdoulaye as chief and has 
decided Abdoulaye will be chief for as long as he is alive’ [S3I2PS ]. Once 
the decision was taken, Ndene requested community members to vote 
accordingly and votes were then taken to the local urban prefecture to 
be validated. Rather than being democratically elected, then, the political 
authorities in the village governed following an arbitrary justifi cation of 
their authority. This use of democracy as a tool for the formal justifi cation 
of political power recalls national election customs in place in the village: 
in the year 2007, the village voted united for Wade, under pressure from 
Ndene. The decision was taken through a village assembly held to decide 
(or communicate) who the village should vote for at the forthcoming 

Figure 5.4 Population distribution and decision-making power in Galle Toubaaco
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elections: ‘we hold a meeting to decide who to vote for and whoever the 
elders decide on, that is the person we will vote for’ [S2I12ABM ]:

I realised today Ndene’s infl uence over members’ votes. Abdou-
laye yesterday, in front of Ndene, openly praised Wade’s govern-
ment. Today we went to Mbos, where the Socialist party opposing 
Wade is holding a public ceremony. When I asked him again what 
he thought of Wade, Abdoulaye told me ‘oo co . . . fou’ – he’s crazy. 
[Diary, 08.05.2010] 

Although collective voting in itself is not necessarily problematic 
(I mentioned this in Chapter 2), demokaraasi in Galle Toubaaco did 
have implications for members’ lives from a human rights and human 
development perspective. Sen (1999) considered the existence of a fair 
democratic political system to be an essential component of the devel-
opment process: it is intrinsically important because it is associated 
with certain basic capabilities; it is instrumentally important because it 
enhances the opportunities for people’s concerns to be heard; and it is 
constructively important because it helps the conceptualisation of local 
needs and priorities. In human rights terms, also, democracy is con-
sidered the natural environment for the realisation of human rights, 
without which basic entitlements can be seriously threatened (United 
Nations 1948: Art. 21(3)). The problem lies not in the local interpreta-
tion of democratic principles: it lies in the fact that such interpretation 
limits access to the political arena for certain segments of the society 
and does not grant them the opportunity to infl uence the political life 
of their community.

Furthermore, it is important to analyse how community members 
participate in their local political system. An understanding of that 
interaction is important for analysing possible shifts in community 
members’ behaviours after the HRE programme. Since village assem-
blies are formally accessible by every member, room for all community 
members to exercise visible decision-making power exists. Also, mem-
bers can theoretically be infl uential in setting the political agenda by 
calling a meeting or intervening during a meeting with a new topic to 
be discussed. However, as discussed in the next two sections, invisible 
power dynamics and social norms in place in the village hinder access 
to the remaining two faces of power for all community members, except 
male elders.
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Gender Factor in Decision-Making and Agenda-Setting

In Galle Toubaaco, women exercise very limited visible power in all 
three layers of the decision-making processes and have no say in set-
ting the political agenda. As Penda said very clearly: ‘the men are the 
ones who make the decisions’ [S2I4PS  ]; Amadou reiterated:

Do you think a woman can be a chief?
I only see a man be a chief. It’s always a man who commands 

a woman here so I just don’t see a woman being a chief; [. . .] it’s 
not easy to develop a woman without the help of a man. Every-
thing a woman decides has to be accepted by a man fi rst other-
wise it should not be done. A man should always be the head of 
the decision-making, not a woman. [S1I14ABY  ]

The fi rst level of decision-making is closed to women’s access: tradi-
tional customs require the village chief to be chosen via patriarchal 
lines of descent and the Imam’s gender is dictated by the Qur’an. The 
second level of decision-making includes a group of male elders and 
Dembaye (the female elder). According to Dembaye’s description of it, 
she did not have an active role. In the meetings, Ndene and Abdou-
laye also confi rmed that Dembaye would only be consulted on specifi c 
topics rather than invited to contribute to the political agenda or the 
making of key decisions. When interviewed about her role in the deci-
sion-making of the community, Dembaye declared: ‘the fact that the 
men take all decisions is the way we have done things for many years 
and it works for us’ [S1I1DS   ]; ‘we [the women] are still not involved 
in the decision-making process’ [S2I2DS ]. Her power in setting the 
political agenda, then, is related to what the ruling authorities grant 
her: she can suggest issues to be discussed, but only when requested 
to do so. The direct-democratic third level of the political structure 
(the village assembly) offers community members the most acces-
sible opportunity to participate in the decision-making process. In 
those meetings, though, the agenda (usually including just one topic) 
is not discussed with the fl oor and can be infl uenced only by those 
actively participating in the assembly. All members of the community 
are granted access to village meetings and are allowed to speak: ‘If 
we [the women] have something to say we will say something, there 
is nothing that says women can’t talk in meetings’ [S1I6AS  ]; ‘When 
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meetings are held men and women are free to talk, anyone who has 
something to say can say it’ [S1I5DS  ]. However, data from interviews 
and observations reported little or no women’s participation in vil-
lage assemblies before the HRE programme. When asked about the 
reasons for this, informants referred to customs and habits, that is, 
those prejudices that Gaventa (2006) included within the dynamics of 
invisible power:

The thing is we grew up like this and saw that women don’t talk 
in meetings [. . .] Women are not going to speak at meetings with 
men. [S1I6AS  ]

Men tend to make most of the decisions because women are 
too shy and don’t speak up and sometimes they are afraid to 
speak because they are women. [S1I5DS  ]

Informants said women do not speak out in the meetings because 
they are shy, not used to talking in public and because they are used 
to men taking decisions. Asked about the possibility of this situation 
changing, female informants could not imagine any variation, as in 
the case of Hawa: ‘Men will always make decisions instead of women’ 
[S1I12HB  ] Alternatively, they could only imagine being empowered 
by the men, rather than claiming their own social and political dig-
nity. The old Kardiata, discussing opportunities for women’s empow-
erment, said:

I think it’s possible for us to make a change so women can be 
part of the decision-making process in our village. Change is very 
hard in our culture but we will try. We will ask the men to work 
hard and allow everyone to have a voice. [S1I7KS  ]

Kardiata’s capacity to imagine a different social alternative was limited 
by the invisible power of the social status quo that fostered her quies-
cence with male authority. She could not imagine a different self. She 
did not possess the capacity to aspire to a diverging future social reality, 
where the women themselves would stand up and talk in the meetings, 
getting the social empowerment they deserve as human beings, rather 
than having to ask men’s permission to do so.

Women’s power in decision-making and in setting the political 
agenda is hindered by the same norms that relegated them to the 
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role of second-class family member, of tools for social reproduction. 
Gender roles and relations in Galle Toubaaco are socially biased, the 
result of socially constructed norms built on the reproduction of an 
unequal status quo infl uenced by (and replicating) unequal access to 
key resources. Those biases that infl uenced power distribution in the 
family also went beyond the household to enter the political admin-
istration of the community. Relations of power among gender in the 
family were thus reproduced in the society by following dynamics also 
observed in other contexts (Kevane 2004; Kevane and Gray 1999; Mill 
[1869] 2008; Nussbaum 2000). As they did when talking of gender 
roles, informants reported on women’s lack of participation as a social 
construct, rather than as the result of a religious or biological differ-
ence. As per gender roles, then, this shared belief indicates that room 
for change exists and resides in how members challenge together 
those social constructs.

Age Factor in Decision-Making and Agenda-Setting

According to anthropologists who studied the Fulܦe customs, members 
of Fulܦe communities hold knowledge in the highest regard. The elders 
obtain social prestige mainly from the belief that their life experiences 
granted them knowledge and wisdom (Azarya and Eguchi 1993; Botte 
et al. 1999; Clark 1997; Riesman 1992). Besides, it has been suggested 
that the elders’ power can be based on their control over the reproduc-
tive functions of the community, that is, on their control over the exoga-
mous exchange of wives with other communities (e.g. with the dowry 
practices examined above) (Meillassoux 1991). In Galle Toubaaco, the 
elders could exercise wide visible and hidden power over decision-
making and agenda-setting.

Informants described the elders’ authority as natural and unques-
tioned. For instance, when asked about the most important person in 
the community, Amadou Ba Mbaring said: ‘There is an elderly person 
here named Eladji Diao, he is the oldest man in the village’ [S1I16ABM ]. 
Penda described the duty of a child as follows: ‘A good child is some-
one who [. . .] always respects the elders and helps others’ [S1I9PS  ]; 
and Sidi Ba stated very clearly: ‘When changes are made they are made 
by the elders of the village. We all accept decisions the elders make 
and don’t say anything against them’ [S1I3SB  ]. The elders’ power infl u-
enced the political and social life of the community members. They 
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held, for instance, the power to infl uence the entire village’s electoral 
vote: ‘We hold a meeting to decide who to vote for [at political elec-
tions] and whoever the elders decide on, that is the person we will vote 
for’ [S2I12ABM]. They are also recognised as having the right to settle 
family disagreements: ‘[The second wife and I] started fi ghting and our 
husband came and broke it up, she ran but I didn’t and our husband 
whipped me. After the fi ght was over the village elders came to help 
settle the situation’ [S1I2FD  ]. Also, the elders regulated the legitimacy 
of marriage: ‘There are rules here and people do respect these rules. For 
example, for a marriage to be solidifi ed the elders of the village have to 
be part of it and agree and bless it’ [S1I2FD  ].

The elders’ presence is infl uential at all layers of decision-making. At 
the fi rst level, Ndene, the eldest member of the triumvirate, can exer-
cise visible and hidden power, even trumping the authority of the vil-
lage chief: ‘Abdoulaye is the [village] chief but Ndene is the one that 
makes most of the decisions here’ [S2I4PS  ]; ‘He [Ndene] chose him 
[as village chief] because Abdoulaye didn’t know anything so Ndene 
knew he could manipulate him but he couldn’t manipulate the oth-
ers’ [S2IS2OB  ]; ‘Who makes the decisions for the village? Ndene does’ 
[S3I6SD  ]; ‘Ndene is [. . .] the leader of the village’ [S2I8FD  ]. At the sec-
ond level, the elders’ presence is ensured by the fact that they are de 
facto members of the consultative group of the ruling authorities. They 
can exercise both visible and invisible power, by contributing to mak-
ing decisions that would affect the entire community and by summon-
ing village assemblies. At the third level as well, that is, during village 
meetings, I found a very strong infl uence of the elders over the deci-
sions taken in the village. In all the assemblies I observed before the 
HRE programme, the elders contributed with the quasi-totality of the 
observed interventions.

In sum, the elders cover a major role in orienting the political and 
social life of the rural community due to their presence and infl uence 
at all layers of decision-making. Informants believed this social order to 
be natural and unproblematic. Fatou, for instance, demonstrated com-
pliance with the status quo by saying: ‘I think it [the fact the old people 
are in charge of decisions] is right, the older people should always be 
making the decisions, this is the way things have been done here for a 
long time’ [S2I8FD  ]. Being a male elder in Galle Toubaaco, then, means 
having access to visible, hidden and invisible power in the family and 
the society.
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Weber (1968) analysed gerontocracies and, more generally, the 
social status quo dominated by the elders’ authority as a good exam-
ple of social systems dominated by traditional authority. Obedience, in 
Weber’s model, is owed to the elders as persons, rather than to imper-
sonal regulations as in the case of legal authority. In Galle Toubaaco, 
elders’ domination is shaped by the same rules that regulate inheri-
tance and is translated from the structure of the family into the political 
organisation of the village. Their power is unquestioned and unques-
tionable: while legal authority (such as Abdoulaye’s) can be contested 
(and members in Galle Toubaaco actually did so by questioning his 
young age), elders’ dominance is based on customs, and cannot be chal-
lenged without unveiling the entire issue of power distribution within 
the community. In other words, the community would need to reframe 
their entire understanding of community roles to renegotiate the role 
that age played in decision-making. A similar distribution of power is 
problematic because social change, as a process in which people aban-
don quiescence for political participation, requires young members to 
participate in the political life of their community by exercising visible 
and hidden power. It would not need an inversion of the traditional 
structure of the rural community, with the young members taking over 
the elders’ role, that would threaten the elder’s role.

While current socio-political patterns in Senegal seem to suggest that 
roles will inevitably change in the future, with young people gaining indi-
vidual and political autonomy, this possibility was not included in mem-
bers’ understanding of future development before the HRE programme. 
Not only did community members not contemplate different concrete 
alternatives, they also did not understand alternatives as necessary; that 
is, they did not understand age discrimination as perpetuating politi-
cal inequality. Community members knew exceptions, as in the case of 
Djombo (a politically active and clever young member of the community) 
or Dembaye (who had some political infl uence), but did not understand 
other young and female members as capable of being politically active 
or infl uential. They did not see young members as able to contribute to 
decision-making more than the elders, with their knowledge, could do.

OTHER HUMAN RIGHTS-INCONSISTENT SOCIAL PRACTICES

The analysis of the human rights challenges faced by the country of 
Senegal frames the identifi cation of those practices: child and forced 
marriages and hazardous child labour. Female genital cutting completed 
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the framework of Senegal’s current human rights challenges as analysed 
in Chapter 3. Data gathered during fi eldwork, however, did not allow 
an analysis of the practice; however, indirect reports (female members 
who spoke privately with Korka) suggest that the community members 
had abandoned it a decade before my fi eldwork. Due to the sensitive-
ness of the issue, no data could be gathered to allow an understand-
ing of the reasons behind this abandonment. However, this seems to be 
consistent with what the nurse of the local health post said, referring to 
the whole area:

I have been here four years but haven’t seen any [‘circumcised’ 
women or girls]; I have talked to some women that said they 
were circumcised.

How old were they?
Some were in their 20s some in their 30s.
At what age are women usually circumcised [cut]?
Around 8 years old. [S3IS1HP] 

If the youngest ‘circumcised’ woman that the nurse met was 20 and 
FGC happens at the age of eight, that might mean that the practice 
started declining from 2002. On the basis of the literature on the aban-
donment of FGC, it can be speculated that the ongoing ‘modernisation’ 
process in the country and the end of the social function of the prac-
tice brought about its abandonment in Galle Toubaaco (Mackie 2000). 
CFM and child labour, instead, were social practices in place at the time 
of fi eldwork and are discussed here as a benchmark to understand a 
potential shift after the programme.

Child and Forced Marriages

The practice of CFM represents a form of gender subjugation and is the 
result of a patriarchal structure of power that bargains women’s repro-
ductive functions with the neighbouring communities (Meillassoux 
1973). This subjugation is not necessarily (or consciously) implemented 
against girls’ interest. A series of studies conducted in sub-Saha-
ran Africa analysed parents’ motivations behind the practice of CFM 
(Stockman and Barnes 1997; UNICEF 2001). The studies demonstrated 
that parents implement the practice in their daughters’ interest, genu-
inely thinking that young girls would be better under the protection 
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of a male guardian or that outside marriage they might risk becoming 
pregnant from pre-marital sex.

In Galle Toubaaco, the practice of child marriage for girls was 
extremely common. Until recent years, marriage also used to be forced 
(generally for girls and, in rare cases, also for boys):

I have one daughter, she is 13 years old. She has been married for 
a month now [. . .]. [S1I10AIB  ]

The girl I married was promised to me when she was 8 years 
old. I was 18 and she was 15 when we got married. [S1I3SB  ]

I was 23 years old and my wife was 12 [when we got married ]; 
my parents chose [my wife for me]. [S1I16ABM ]

I fi rst saw my husband the day my dad told me I was going to 
marry him. [S1I5AS]

I was a little girl, only 16 when I arrived here [after getting 
married] [. . .] back in those days Fulܦe would just give away 
their daughters and it didn’t matter if she liked the husband or 
not. You like it or not you will stay because you have to respect 
your parents and do what they say. [. . .] My husband was well 
off and was a relative and that is why they forced me to marry 
him. [S1I1DS   ]

My wife is a relative and it’s our parents that united us, my dad 
went and asked my wife’s parents for me. My wife was 14 years 
old but I can’t remember how old I was, 20-something. I didn’t 
choose my wife but I was lucky that my parents chose somebody 
I actually liked. [S1I4MD  ]

I did it [forcing someone to marry someone else] but I will 
never do that again. I forced my daughter to marry someone and 
it hasn’t worked out very well. [S2I2DS   ]

Informants reported that the community had dropped the practice of 
controlling girls’ decisions; however, they were very inconsistent and 
unsure about when this had happened. Rather than forcing girls to 
marry their husbands, community members reported that young girls 
would now be only ‘asked’ to do so:

We no longer force girls into marriages they don’t want. This 
stopped a couple of years ago, after we started listening to the 
radio and hearing it’s not good to force your daughter to marry; 
you should ask them fi rst if they actually like the man. [S1I1DS   ]
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[Informant is talking of a couple who had got married eight 
years before] When she was young it was possible for her to 
say she didn’t like the guy she was going to marry. Things have 
changed and girls are now able to say no to someone if they don’t 
like them. It was not accepted to say no before but now you can. 
[S1I5AS]

Our village is evolving and changing, we used to pound 
our corn for fl our all the time but now there is a fl our machine 
at Mbose or Touba Mbella that we can go and use. Now men 
and women decide who they would like to marry and before it 
was the parents that chose for them. [. . .] It’s OK for parents to 
choose for their children but it’s OK for the kids to choose too. 
[S1I1DS   ]

I was introduced to him on a Wednesday and I was asked if I 
liked him. After seeing him and talking to him a little that day I 
decided I liked him. He went and slept at a nearby village and we 
ended up getting married that coming Friday. [S1I9PS  ]

Five factors emerged during data analysis suggesting that change in the 
practice of forced marriage was not yet effective. First, the words that 
informants used to say that girls were now allowed to refuse to marry 
someone (they were ‘asked’ to do so) are the same as used by older 
female informants to describe their own marriages decades ago. How-
ever, those same women then gave an understanding of their marriage 
as forced; ‘old’ Fatou, aged 60, for instance, said: ‘My husband came 
to my village and asked me if I liked him and I said yes I liked him. I 
was 13 years old when I married my husband’ [S1I2FD  ]; in a following 
interview, however, she said: ‘I didn’t like being forced to marry some-
one’ [S2I8FD ]. This suggests an unclear conceptual distinction between 
being forced and being asked (possibly due to the diffi culty of translat-
ing in Fulfulde the nuance between the two verbs). Thus, one cannot 
claim with certainty that there has been a real change in the practice 
over the generations.

Second, the power to say yes or no might also be granted to girls, but 
that is not enough for them to exercise it. Access to visible power is hin-
dered by hidden and invisible power dynamics (Gaventa 2006). There 
are at least serious doubts that 12-year-old girls who learnt to respect 
the authority of the elders as absolute and who had experience of self 
as a second-class gender would disagree with their parents’ opinion, or 
with what they perceive as such. This might happen, for sure, but only 
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in rare circumstances and within exceptional family dynamics; take, for 
instance, what Ami said:

Can a young woman change her parents’ decisions?
No, whatever your parents tell you is what you are supposed 

to do. [S2I11AS ]

Third, language analysis of the way in which informants spoke about 
their girls’ right to disagree shows inconsistencies. Ami, talking about 
her son’s wife, said: ‘We fi rst mentioned to the girl who she was going to 
marry at the age of 10 and once she turned 15 she agreed and we brought 
her to our family home [. . .]’ [S1I6AS  ]. It is diffi cult to understand how 
it is possible to communicate to someone who she will be going to marry 
if the choice is still hers to be taken in fi ve years. Being told of going to 
marry someone seems not to leave any room for personal choice; rather, 
it suggests communicating a decision that has already been taken, and 
with which the girl will have to comply (to ‘agree’) at the right time (in 
this case, fi ve years later).

Fourth, no data exist showing a single case of a girl refusing to marry 
her chosen husband within the community of Galle Toubaaco. Aisata, 
for instance, could not understand why a friend’s daughter would have 
said no to a man who wanted to marry her:

When she was young it was possible for her to say she didn’t like 
the guy she was going to marry but I don’t see why she would 
have done that. [. . .] I have never seen or heard of anyone say-
ing they didn’t like the person they are planned to be married to. 
[S1I10AIB  ]

Fifth, when this happened (in other communities), informants said it 
produced isolation, which might be feared by both parents and girls. 
The old Kardiata said that, in her entire life, she could only recall one 
episode of a girl refusing to marry a man:

There was once that I saw someone who refused her marriage and 
she is 18 years old now and she was 14 at the time. She hasn’t 
found the person she is to marry yet. Nobody has asked for her 
hand yet since that time. I am not sure why someone still hasn’t 
asked for her hand but I think it might have to do with her refusing 
her fi rst proposal. [S1I7KS  ]
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Control over marriage choice has the social purpose of controlling 
reproductive patterns by guaranteeing gyneco-mobility (wives follow-
ing husbands to their villages) and demonstrating adherence to a patri-
archal marriage network of communities that grants the possibility of 
integrating women from other villages (Meillassoux 1991). Women’s 
choices are controlled because marriage is used as a means of granting 
reproduction for production purposes. In the complex marriage net-
work, families control their daughters’ decisions by virtue of long-term 
mechanisms of reciprocity in reproduction patterns. Fertility, the repro-
ductive functioning, is maximised by marrying girls immediately after 
puberty (responding to local challenges of high infant mortality rates, 
by increasing the number of children that women can have). Dembaye 
said sadly: ‘It hurt to be forced to marry but [. . .] I was too young to 
understand everything’ [S1I1DS   ]. Like Dembaye, other women in Galle 
Toubaaco did not like being forced to get married. However, they did 
not necessarily characterise their situation as unequal, as they had little 
access to the tools through which they could reimagine social reality 
unveiling the biases created by invisible power dynamics (Appadurai 
2004; Gaventa 2006).

Community members had to renegotiate marriage dynamics between 
them and with the neighbouring community, and restructure new ways 
of fulfi lling the reproductive needs of their communities. The infl uence 
of external factors brought change in the way members of Galle Tou-
baaco understood CFM. However, that infl uence produced only a shift 
in the form (from forcing to asking girls to marry someone) but not in 
the substance (girls have no real access to the necessary power to con-
test elders’ decisions). The practice is then problematic from a human 
rights and a human development perspective, and participants might 
come to take it into consideration during the HRE classes.

From a human rights perspective, CFM infringes upon people’s 
rights to freely choose their spouses (ACRWC Art. XXI; UDHR Art. 
16(2); United Nations 1966: Art. 10; CEDAW Art. 16(1a)) and even 
when they agree, marriage of children is supposed to have no legal 
effect (CEDAW Art. 16(2)), since children are not yet considered able 
to give free and fully mature consent. According to human develop-
ment theory, CFM impacts on girls’ capabilities as both a health and 
an educational issue: it impacts on girls’ perinatal health and limits 
children’s opportunities to access formal education. More impor-
tantly, child marriage hinders girls’ range of capabilities and limits 
their development as full human beings (Nussbaum 2000; Sen 1999). 
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Human rights education might give community members the oppor-
tunity to reframe their daily practice within a human rights perspec-
tive. Whether this brought about change or not (and the implications 
of it for the reproductive needs of the community) is analysed later in 
the book.

Child Labour

The Government of Senegal is actively fi ghting against the worst forms 
of child labour, yet it still stands as a major human rights challenge in 
the country. In Galle Toubaaco, children of both genders contribute to 
family work. The amount and type of labour they carry out in certain 
cases would take time that could otherwise be employed in playing or 
for their education:

As a child [aged six] once I woke up, I would sweep the com-
pound, do dishes, pound millet, cook and fetch water. I have 
two younger brothers. We would all wake up at the same time, I 
would do housework and they would go out in the woods to herd 
our cattle. [S1I11FDY ]

What are other differences do you see between your childhood and 
children’s childhood today?

Apart from having all the toys, the kids pretty much do the 
same things we used to do. They still go out and herd cattle every 
day and help out with housework. [S1I12HB  ]

Growing up I lived with my uncle and I would herd cattle and 
work with my aunt around the house, learning how to cook and 
clean. [S1I1DS   ]

[When I was six years old] I would herd our sheep and cattle 
all day. [S1I14ABY  ]

Child labour poses problematic challenges; since it occurs because of 
parents’ concern for the household’s survival, debate has been spurred 
over whether it should be prohibited or not (Basu 1998; Basu and 
Hoang Van 1998; IPEC 2011; Nieuwenhuys 1996). The ILO’s Interna-
tional Programme on the Elimination of Child Labour (IPEC) defi ned 
child labour in domestic and agricultural work (including herding) as 
highly hazardous and linked to a very high number of injuries (IPEC 
2011). These injuries are related, for instance, to a series of hazards 
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like carrying heavy loads, using sharp objects or isolation that in turn 
could result in back pain, depression, exhaustion and behavioural 
disorders. According to the ILO, children are particularly at risk due 
to vulnerabilities arising from their incomplete physical and mental 
development.

Nieuwenhuys (1996), on the other hand, argued that children have 
been ideologically considered as a separate category of human beings 
excluded from the production of value; the dissociation of children 
from the performance of valued work has been considered a yardstick 
of modernity and has its origins in the modern bourgeois society. In 
her view, child labour would be morally condemned today by West-
ern agencies that attach to it concepts like ‘sacrifi ced childhood’; that 
view, however, fails to admit child work as a form of self-esteem and 
functional social interaction (Nieuwenhuys 1996). In Galle Toubaaco, 
child labour contributes to the formation of children’s identity and role 
within the society. Through their labour, children gain self and social 
consideration, they slowly gain full membership of the communities 
they are part of (the family, their peer group, the village).

Nussbaum (2000) studied the various dynamics of child labour and 
suggested that normative approaches keeping children from helping 
their families would produce more harm than benefi t. However, exces-
sive child labour may be problematic from a human development per-
spective because it can hinder children’s opportunities to develop their 
full personality (including receiving education that contributes to their 
human development). Since participation in public life requires knowl-
edge and basic education skills, it is contrary to the essential conditions 
of participatory freedom on which Sen grounded his approach to devel-
opment (Sen 1999). A human development-respectful approach to the 
problem would tackle that part of child labour that hinders children’s 
learning and socialising opportunities. If child labour limits children’s 
access to wider processes of education (and not schooling only), then it 
limits their capacity to aspire to different alternatives; that is, it hinders 
their future possibility to question the status quo, to unveil invisible 
power dynamics that reproduce inequalities and foster unjust social 
relations (Nussbaum 2011). From a human rights perspective, whilst 
there are restrictions placed on the dangerous aspects of child labour, 
child work that does not threaten the child’s health and does not keep 
the child from having time to play and go to school is not legally pro-
hibited (a position that does not take into consideration alternative 
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forms of education). In its worst and most hazardous forms, though, 
child labour is condemned as a practice that goes against children’s 
right to a fully healthy childhood (United Nations 1989: Arts 24, 28, 32; 
United Nations 1999: Art. 1).

CONCLUSION

The analysis of power dynamics in Galle Toubaaco offers an understand-
ing of both members’ compliance with and resistance to the unequal 
social status quo. ‘Invisible’ power dynamics (the way members under-
stood each other’s roles) infl uence members’ access to visible and hidden 
power. Those dynamics are built through different access to resources 
that shape power in the household and in turn shape women’s social 
and political roles.

A gendered distribution of labour and different marriage patterns in 
Galle Toubaaco infl uence members’ access to strategic resources. That 
access dialectically contributes to structuring gender roles and relations. 
Men control access to land, revenue, knowledge and services, and enjoy 
a more stable network of relationships. Unequal access to land and 
revenue shapes the family’s economic dependency on the patriarch. 
Unequal access to knowledge limits the community’s capacity to aspire, 
to conceptualise a different status quo: a woman travelling could pay 
attention to (and hence take back home) a different set of information 
than a man (e.g. about women’s roles elsewhere in the world). Unequal 
access to services (e.g. to health structures) contributes to the creation 
of a wide social gender inequality issue and multiplies men’s opportu-
nities of access to an even greater range of resources (e.g. by accessing 
fast public transportation that could take them to bigger urban cen-
tres or other countries). Access to these resources shapes participants’ 
understanding of gender roles and relations (that, dialectically, rein-
force the status quo): men are those who take decisions and generate 
revenue, women are those who guarantee progeny and take care of the 
family. The way community members socially understand those gen-
der roles and relations creates invisible power dynamics that shape vis-
ible and hidden power in the household: the eldest male, the patriarch, 
controls decision-making and agenda-setting in the family. Women’s 
quiescence with the status quo in the family limits resistance to epi-
sodic and isolated events: women understand defi ance of male power 
as exposing them to a greater risk than quiescence with the status quo. 
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Women enjoy limited power in the family (related to their reproduc-
tive capacity, their fertility) and negotiate with their husband within the 
limits allowed by social norms of gender roles. Rebellion against power 
(with possible negative consequences, such as divorce) is understood as 
dangerous and results in episodic actions that, often, generate norma-
tive responses (such as domestic violence). Also, resistance is isolated: 
external gender segregation in the village hinders women’s affi liation 
and their capacity as a group to renegotiate respective social roles with 
the rest of the community.

Power relations extend beyond the household and are replicated 
within the social and political arena of the community. Male elders, the 
patriarchs of the community, control decision-making processes and 
agenda-setting at different levels: from the subjective interpretation of 
the rules regulating access to positions of legal authority (election of the 
village chief) to the control over number and agenda of village assem-
blies. Female and young male members could not challenge dynam-
ics of visible and hidden power since they could not interpret them 
as unequal: ‘invisible’ power dynamics (but with very tangible conse-
quences) structure social norms that hinder their participation in village 
assemblies and other places of decision-making. Male elders control 
the political life of the community and regulate their social stability by 
acting as judges within family discussions. They control the reproduc-
tive capacity of the community by regulating the dynamics of CFM that 
guarantee endogenous gyneco-mobility. The social function of CFMs 
is that of overcoming conciliatory (rather than predatorily) the internal 
reproductive limit of the community to guarantee, at the same time, 
their productive capacity (with men free to leave the household). To 
fulfi l its productive needs, the community also employs child labour. 
Forms of labour like the one carried out in Galle Toubaaco (from the age 
of six onwards) have been studied by scholars as potentially threatening 
young children’s human development.

These aspects of the community’s social organisation have a nega-
tive impact on members’ lives in human rights and human develop-
ment terms. Power distribution in the household and in the society 
limits the community’s empowerment and members’ development of 
capabilities. CFM and child labour are also (albeit differently) poten-
tially harmful for Galle Toubaaco children’s well-being and have a 
negative impact on the community’s life in human rights terms. Room 
for change exists, however; informants made sense of gender roles as 
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traditional (i.e. socially constructed) rather than dictated by religion or 
biology. Those roles can thus be socially reconstructed: members could 
build and share a new social understanding of roles and relations. HRE 
could unveil those social norms and dynamics of power and help par-
ticipants in questioning them. The next chapter offers an understanding 
of how Tostan delivered an HRE programme with that aim.
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Chapter 5

HUMAN RIGHTS EDUCATION IN ACTION: 
THE PROGRAMME UNFOLDS

INTRODUCTION

This chapter analyses Tostan’s HRE programme in Galle Toubaaco. It pro-
vides an overview of the programme by analysing how different factors 
played a key role in classroom dynamics. I analyse three different features 
of the programme that were important both in triggering participation 
and in activating the dynamics of reconsideration of the local reality: the 
learning context, the content and the pedagogy.

The fi rst section offers an analysis of the context, including the way 
in which Tostan negotiated access to the village, the role of the facilita-
tor and participants’ expectations. Tostan’s negotiation of access con-
tributed to there being little resistance to the programme, and avoided 
misunderstandings or false representations of how the village would 
benefi t from the programme. The selection of the facilitator (who shared 
the ethnic background of the community but was an outsider) had stra-
tegic importance for the success of the programme. And participants’ 
expectations were important because they ensured their consistent par-
ticipation in the classes.

In the second part of the chapter I look at the pedagogical strate-
gies used in the class and analyse their Freirian nature and their being 
modelled through an experiential pedagogy. The facilitator engaged 
participants in discussions about their local reality and asked them to 
engage in representation of their reality through sketches, poems and 
songs. I suggest that, starting from their local reality, participants could 
develop their own understanding of the content exposed and could 
engage in a critical dialogue concerning their experiences of that reality. 
The dialogic process was structured as democratic and was facilitated in 
the local traditional language of the rural community. Both democratic 
participation and the use of the participants’ mother tongue played a 
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key role in fostering contextualisation and adoption of human rights 
practices.

Next, in the third section, I analyse the curriculum of the Kobi 1, 
dividing it into three parts. The fi rst part (the introductory sessions) 
contributed to triggering participation and unity by fostering the nature 
of the class as a CoP. In the second group of sessions (the sessions on 
democracy), participants envisioned possible different alternatives to 
their political and social status quo. The fi nal (and bigger) group of 
sessions (the human rights sessions) engaged participants in analys-
ing their local reality from a human rights perspective. As the sessions 
unfolded, human rights became a tool to enable critical analysis of local 
practices that emerged as key themes from participants’ discussions; I 
explore how they reifi ed the abstract human rights knowledge in their 
daily lives and explored local understandings of it.

The fourth section of this chapter explores resistances to the pro-
gramme and offers possible explanations of the reasons behind the lack 
of demonstrations of such resistance in the data. It is important to make 
sense of the low level of resistance to understand what in the programme 
built consensus at community level that then might have facilitated the 
process by which participants shared their views and perspectives with 
non-participants.

In the concluding section, arguments are linked together and I 
suggest that the different components of the programme contributed 
to a shift in participants’ outlooks, which will itself be analysed in the 
next chapter.

THE LEARNING CONTEXT

Accessing Galle Toubaaco

As stated by the NGO’s staff members interviewed in Dakar, in Novem-
ber 2009 Tostan identifi ed Galle Toubaaco as a potential community to 
participate in the education programme under the requirements of the 
funding body UNICEF. UNICEF requested Tostan select for its three-
year CEP rural communities where child-harming practices (such as 
FGC, CFM or poor care of children’s hygiene) were likely to be in place. 
Tostan decided to target Fulܦe communities, since precedent literature 
and baseline studies suggested that they would satisfy similar criteria. 
The village’s potential for the organised diffusion7 of the knowledge 
in other villages also played a key role in the selection process. Galle 
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Toubaaco satisfi ed all these criteria and was therefore approached by 
representatives of the NGO who offered the possibility of participating 
in the Tostan programme.

Following what they knew to be traditional lines of authority, 
Tostan negotiated access in Galle Toubaaco with the Imam, the vil-
lage chief and the local elders. According to both local staff and vil-
lage authorities, Tostan’s representatives explained the content of the 
programme, that everyone in the community would be invited to par-
ticipate, and that the community would be responsible for the facilita-
tor’s food and accommodation. Tostan also explained that the Kobi 1 
part of the programme, which included the HRE classes, would last 
four months and would then be followed by the other components of 
Tostan’s educational programme (problem solving, health, hygiene, 
literacy and numeracy, amongst others) in the following three years. 
Finally, Tostan offi cers informed authorities that two different classes 
would be held: one for community members over 21 years of age 
and one for those under that age. Tostan’s age differentiation strat-
egy responded to traditional forms of respect for the elders common 
to different ethnicities in Senegal (and particularly relevant to Fulܦe 
communities). These forms of respect regulated norms of interaction 
among community members and could have hindered young people’s 
participation in the classes because young men are not supposed to 
contradict an older man.

Tostan requested community members take care of building the hut 
that would host the classes, which they did well before the beginning 
of the programme. The classroom had not been used for any other pur-
pose and would not exist without the Tostan programme. Its presence 
primed a change in the routine of the village. According to informants, 
the new class contributed to generating talk about the programme to be 
and, possibly, it also contributed to the raising of individual and public 
hopes on what the classes could bring to the community, so that when 
the HRE classes started, participants had already formulated some 
expectations of them. Aisata Ba, for instance, commented about the hut 
that would host the class by saying: ‘[People have been talking about 
the classroom because] We have waited for this kind of programme for 
a long time and now that it’s here we hope it will help develop our vil-
lage in the future’ [S1I10AIB  ]. Informants understood the existence of 
the class as a fi rst sign of a change in the village. The second sign was 
community members’ participation in the classes. Everyone could see 
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people leaving their huts to join the classes. To informants, seeing simi-
lar differences in the village opened up the possibility for more change 
to come:

What’s going to help the village become as you describe it?
Tostan can help; since they got here, there have been lots of 

changes already. Now women, men, girls and boys are going to 
school and that was not happening before. [S1I12HB  ]

Classes started on Monday, 12 April 2010 and would normally run three 
times a week from 4 p.m. to 6 p.m.

The Facilitator: An In/Outsider Role in the Community and the Class

For effective problem-posing education to generate processes of critical 
reconsideration of local realities, it is of the utmost importance for the 
educator to be a native speaker of the same language as the learners; 
that is, to be aware of how learners construct the world around them 
and their world of learning (Freire 1970). Freire argued that creating the 
world is naming it; the ways people make sense of the world together 
and express their understandings of it through their language are inex-
tricably correlated.

For the entire duration of the course, participants would have the 
same facilitator: Kebe, a 40-year-old man originally from Fouta Toro, the 
Northern Fulfulde-speaking Tukuloor part of the country. Consistent 
with Tostan’s requirements, Kebe both shared the ethnic background 
of the local community members and was born and raised in a fairly 
distant community. According to the NGO’s headquarters staff, Tostan 
required facilitators and participants to be part of the same ethnic group 
to ensure that facilitators would have the necessary background to fully 
make sense of the community’s understandings of the world and the 
classes. On the other hand, Tostan employed outsider facilitators so that 
they would be able to construct with participants an educational and 
authoritative role without having to deal with participants’ pre-existing 
biases or with the facilitator’s past actions or behaviours that would be 
inconsistent with the content of the programme. Kebe’s external origin 
seems consistent to transformative education practices with regard to 
two aspects.

First, the facilitator might have confl icts of interest that would lead 
his educative action in one direction or another. As seen earlier, the 
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Freirian educator gives to participants the means to rename their real-
ity, rather than tools to shape their views over his. The facilitator’s con-
fl ict of interest might shift the focus of the educational action: from 
fostering participants’ cooperation towards what they defi ne as a better 
community, to aiming for the facilitator’s vision of a better community 
that he has developed in the local community. Of course, this argument 
could also be raised with regard to outsiders entering the community: 
this dynamic is also one of approach and is not limited to the ontologi-
cal characteristics of the educator. However, the facilitator’s ‘outsider-
ness’ contributed to reducing the risks related to, using Freire’s (1970) 
words, the educator ‘fi lling’ the world into participants, controlling and 
giving direction to the educational process rather than helping par-
ticipants discover what is inside them and remake sense of the world 
around them together.

Second, Kebe’s extraneousness to the community of destination 
helped him see himself as a learner, rather than a teacher: new people 
and relations created a learning challenge: ‘Here I am like you – Kebe 
told me today – everything is new to me and I have to learn every-
thing’ [Diary, 28.03.2010]. Kebe seemed to possess, in his approach to 
the classes, the humility and availability to listen that are key in prob-
lem-posing education. His approach as learner, rather than ‘teacher’, 
resonated with the role that educators have in liberating processes of 
education: one of critical educator.

Tostan recruited Kebe in 2007 and employed him elsewhere in the 
country in the period 2007–10. In 2010, then, he was included in the 
roster of the facilitators working on Tostan’s new UNICEF-founded CEP 
and participated in the one-week training course on the Kobi 1 held 
in Kaolack with the other facilitators working in the region. According 
to Tostan’s local training team, the course aimed at making facilitators 
familiar with the fi rst three months of the programme. Also, the training 
discussed with facilitators the degree to which they would be allowed to 
adapt the programme to their own abilities and participants’ needs, and 
the educational approach that facilitators should adopt (participant-cen-
tred, fl exible, interactive and respectful of the dignity of all participants). 
At the end of the training, each facilitator was paired with a village. Kebe 
was assigned to Galle Toubaaco: his intention to collaborate in the pres-
ent research was then explored; he agreed to participate and negotiated 
access to the classes that he would run in Galle Toubaaco.

Kebe moved to Galle Toubaaco in March 2010. He earned the 
respect of the community relatively quickly. He was held in repute 
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alongside the intellectuels of the village (as his sitting position during 
the observed village meetings, on a chair beside the elders, suggested). 
Community members, independently of their participation or not in 
the classes, showed high consideration of Kebe’s education and his 
ability to transform that knowledge into a concrete benefi t, that is, a 
job as a teacher with Tostan. This esteem allowed him to access hidden 
and visible power mechanisms in place in the community: Kebe could 
suggest topics to be discussed during village meetings and could infl u-
ence the community’s decisions on those or other topics. Being aware 
of the power he could have in infl uencing the community’s political 
decisions, he consciously refused to give it when members asked for his 
opinion on what they should do. After one of the meetings observed, 
when asked about the reasons for refraining from doing so, he replied 
by saying: ‘It’s their village, not mine; they have to take the decisions, 
not me’ [Diary, 10.04.2010]. Yet, during the meetings or other informal 
moments, he reminded participants of the discussions that they had 
in class as, for instance, when suggesting the existence of democratic 
voting as a means to make decisions. In that specifi c case, participating 
members explained to non-participants the reasons explored together 
in class and tried to convince them of the benefi t that came from vot-
ing. Thereafter, in the other observed meetings, the rural community 
replaced tacit consent with a show of hands as the standard decision-
making procedure.

Kebe made various efforts to respect community members’ deci-
sional autonomy. He did not take their place by telling them what they 
should do or offering rewards for doing as he suggested. Rather, he 
showed participants ways of analysing alternatives to their reality and 
primed the results of their discussions in their daily life (when commu-
nity members asked his advice about the decisions they were taking). 
In doing so, possibly following the NGO’s instructions given during the 
training, Kebe seemed to consider community members as exclusively 
responsible for giving direction to their community’s development. His 
role, then, was to be that of an indirect helper. In class, his presence 
created a new audience for speech. He could elicit participants’ discus-
sions, without which the Tostan programme could not work. He could 
generate the dialogue by being a kind human being towards partici-
pants, who were entering into education for the fi rst time.

The observed facilitator–participants and facilitator–community 
relations were in line with the basic principles of problem-posing 
human rights education: indirect, non-intrusive and participant-centred. 

5567_Cislaghi.indd   1365567_Cislaghi.indd   136 14/08/17   4:47 PM14/08/17   4:47 PM



Human Rights Education in Action 137

However, on a few occasions, Kebe’s role in the class and in the commu-
nity diverged from the indirect approach he adopted in other moments:

Session 12, young people. Today Kebe looks very tired. I don’t 
think he prepared for the class as he usually does. It’s very hot 
outside; everyone seems to be suffering from the incredible 
heat. As he did in other classes, Kebe asks participants to mix 
amongst different genders, trying to break norms of segregation 
in the class. The fi rst who has to move is AB, who after being 
asked repeatedly to move, eventually stands up, in silence, 
slowly, and looking seriously at the ground. He changes place 
unhurriedly, shaking his head, annoyed. His sunglasses and hat 
on, he fi nally sits amongst the girls. [. . .] The class starts; there 
is not much playing today. Kebe is doing much of the talking 
and asking participants from time to time their opinion. Their 
answers are limited to choral ‘yes’. [. . .] It’s the fi nal summary: 
Kebe asks participants to summarise. The class ends. [Diary, 
16.04.2010] 

In the class above, Kebe’s approach was more direct and non-
participative than usual. Yet he used the drawings and tried to involve 
participants in the discussion and, possibly, participants’ reticence 
motivated him to do most of the talking.

In Freirian terms, the tendency of the class to assign to the educator 
the role of talker must be deconstructed by the educator. The oppressed 
look to authority to be told what they need to do or say (similarly to 
what Belenky et al. 1986 argued regarding the silent women). The edu-
cator can be seduced by that power since he does not have to struggle 
to obtain it: the oppressed spontaneously offer it to him. In doing all 
the talking, Kebe deviated from the very core of problem-posing educa-
tion: the importance of a critical dialogue. In a fruitful critical dialogue, 
educators and students create the truth together. When he refuses 
the seduction of the power that the class offers to him, the educator 
does an act of real love. When he accepts it, it is an act of domination; 
while love generates freedom, domination generates oppression (Freire 
1970). However, the training received and Tostan’s facilitator’s manual 
provided Kebe with a constant benchmark against which he could 
evaluate his educational practices. Tostan’s requirements and periodic 
evaluations ensured that Kebe’s pedagogical strategies were suffi ciently 
consistent with the Freirian model for participants to develop critical 
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analysis of their reality, but they were not always in line with the prin-
ciple expressed by Tostan’s general educational approach.

On another occasion, Kebe had to decide either to hold a class with 
the majority of the participants, or to respect a woman’s decision to 
participate in a baptism on a normal class day:

Last week, after having obtained Kebe’s permission, Fatou Diallo 
publicly invited in class all participants (and more generally 
all members) to the baptism of her nephew, to be held next 
Wednesday. A part of the village, however, didn’t want to partici-
pate in the celebration. Fatou told me in an interview that they 
were in confl ict with one of her close relatives (Ndene, her cousin). 
Yesterday (Wednesday), many participants went to the class as 
usual. Kebe was resting at home. He knew that a baptism was 
going on that day and that therefore nobody would be in class. 
He was called by participants to hold the class anyway. Arriving 
in class he saw a large number of people willing to attend class as 
normal. He decided that, since the majority of the class was pres-
ent, it would be fair to hold the class. [Diary, 18.05.2010] 

It is diffi cult to make sense of Kebe’s decision to hold the class anyway 
that day. His decision might then be motivated by the desire to positively 
reinforce a democratic attitude. In this example, as in some others, what 
could be perceived as deviant by an outsider could possibly have coher-
ence from a local understanding of it.

Fatou showed sadness for community members’ decision to go to class:

we had already learned about human rights and about discrimina-
tion before the baptism but the women continued to discriminate 
anyway and decided not to go to the baptism. Before the baptism 
the teacher said there would be no class because of the event, so he 
will give everyone a chance to attend the baptism. All of the women 
decided to show up at class anyway instead of going to the bap-
tism so the teacher taught the class. I went to the teacher and told 
him they violated the human rights rules but the teacher said the 
majority of the students showed up to class. I told the teacher this is 
discrimination and you should not have taught the class. [S2I8FD  ]

Fatou’s report of the events highlights her capacity to reprehend Kebe 
towards the end of the HRE classes. That suggests that Kebe’s role was 
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understood as authoritative but not unquestionable. Fatou’s willingness 
to stand up and defend her human rights against the facilitator dem-
onstrates that she was convinced of the rightfulness of human rights 
by the moral authority of the content, rather than by the charisma of 
the facilitator himself. While Kebe’s behaviour could be understood as 
deviant from Freire’s compassionate model of educator, it offered an 
opportunity to Fatou to demonstrate (in primis to herself) her capacity 
to argue and defend her dignity using the moral values primed in the 
class: ‘People have changed, I have changed. I know my rights now and 
can defend them as I did with the teacher [. . .] on the occasion of the 
baptism’ [S3I11FD  ]. 

It is diffi cult to fully assess the impact of similar episodic devia-
tions from the Freirian ideal of a kind and compassionate educator. 
It is impossible to offer an honest understanding of those deviations 
without acknowledging that they might have resulted in participants 
standing up for their own rights. However, not many other examples 
like the two offered above were witnessed during fi eldwork and most of 
the observational data show a kind and human facilitator caring about 
participants’ human rights and centrality in the way he planned and 
implemented the HRE classes.

The Participants: Gender Participation and ‘Self-deprecation’

A total of 30 adult participants registered for the classes, 21 women 
and 9 men. A class for young people was also organised, with 67 young 
participants, 37 girls and 30 boys. It helps to make sense of the number 
of female participants (surprisingly high considering the gender rela-
tions as described in Chapter 4) by the fact that many adult female 
participants were enrolled on the programme by their husbands (often 
without being aware of their husbands’ decisions) or, alternatively, that 
adult female participants enrolled with their husbands’ permission. 
Aisata, for instance, was happy to participate, but she did not even 
know that the programme was coming to the village. In her interview 
she explained:

Are you taking the classes?
Yes, I am taking the Tostan classes, when they were signing up 

people to take the class, my husband signed me up, I wasn’t even 
here that day. When I came back my husband told me he signed 
me up to take the classes. [S1I10AIB  ]
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In Galle Toubaaco, non-participating husbands generally encour-
aged and supported their wives’ participation. As explored in Chapter 4, 
wives and husbands bargain power and roles in the household within a 
set of pre-existing possibilities that social norms contribute to shaping 
by activating invisible power dynamics. The patriarchal structure of the 
family might foster family members’ dependency on the eldest male 
who, in turn, could subjugate family members to his will. In Galle Tou-
baaco, husbands were aware of the benefi ts that the programme would 
bring to their family. Samba, who could not participate in the classes 
because of his work, said: ‘I am not in class but I am behind it 100 per 
cent, my wife and my kid are taking the class and I encourage my wife 
and kid to go to class every day and work hard in class’ [S2I15SD ]. 
Another example was given by Mas, who said:

You told me you are happy your family is participating in the classes, 
since you can’t. Why are you happy?

If they work hard one day everyone can learn how to read and 
write. An education can help teach a person how to better take 
care of his cattle and can give him new ideas on different ways to 
herd. [S1I4MD  ]

Their compliance with their wives’ participation is linked to the ben-
efi ts that they perceived as coming from the programme for the entire 
household. Yet before the programme, Tostan representatives and the 
facilitator discussed the content with the community. Community 
members (like Mas above) were then aware that, probably sometime 
in the future, participants would have a chance to learn literacy and 
numeracy. They did not want their family members to miss that oppor-
tunity: the entire family would benefi t from having an educated mem-
ber since he or she would be able to do maths, administer money, read 
documents and write letters, as well as teach others what he or she 
learnt. Amadou Ba Mbaring, for instance, said:

I am happy [my wife is taking the classes] and if I wasn’t happy 
about it she would not be taking the class.

Why are you happy about that?
I am not taking the class, so she needed to take it. [S1I16ABM ]

The case of Amadou Ba Mbaring offers a good example for analysing 
a husband’s motivation for his wife’s participation. He was a young 
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husband; he and his wife had no children yet. He could not take the 
classes, because he worked as a middleman in the weekly markets 
and hence was seldom present in the village. Therefore, his wife was 
the only person that could go to class: she needed to take the classes 
since Amadou could not. Amadou said she needed to because he rec-
ognised that he (and possibly their future family) would benefi t from 
her knowledge. Only one man was reported as participating in the 
programme but keeping his wife from participating, deeming his own 
participation suffi cient.

The ‘young’ Fatou Diallo, who wanted to participate in the classes, 
could not:

Are you taking the Tostan class?
No I am not. My husband and his brother are taking the class. 

My husband didn’t sign me up. He thought I was too busy and 
wouldn’t have time to do that. [S2IF5DY] 

In the remaining cases, the entire family of participating informants 
supported them. According to informants, other members, especially 
children, helped their mothers by assisting them in their tasks. Hawa 
talked of the entire community, when she said:

The women are cooking a lot earlier than they used to, the 
young people are fetching water for the family earlier and tak-
ing baths before noon so they can get ready to go to school. 
[S2I6HB  ]

The husbands supported their wives by giving their consent to their 
participation and by tolerating a change in family behaviours: for 
instance, eating earlier or later than usual and allowing women to leave 
the house. This form of support is what was available for the husband in 
accordance with the norms regulating family and gender roles (nobody 
could at this stage seriously expect husbands in Galle Toubaaco to cook 
for their families while women went to class). 

Tostan encouraged both women’s and men’s participation. Aware 
of gender dynamics likely to be in place in the community, though, the 
facilitator was prepared to meet initial resistance to women’s participa-
tion. Kebe approached male members who showed resistance to try to 
understand their concerns and reassure them about the nature of the 
programme:
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Are you taking the Tostan classes?
My wife and two of my kids are taking this Tostan class. I am 

so happy they are taking this class and if I wasn’t encouraged 
by this Tostan programme they would not be taking the class. 
I myself would be in class every day but I have too much to do. 
I see uplifting and realisation from an education. [S1I4MD  ]

Tostan’s approach to women’s participation was consistent with indirect 
approaches to development analysed earlier. In Galle Toubaaco, Tostan 
did not challenge local authority. It could have done so, for instance 
by trying to convince women to resist men’s authority and demand 
their right to participate in the classes. Instead, Kebe approached the 
local community from their perspective, offering them an opportu-
nity to lead their own human development, treating them as ‘ends in 
themselves’, rather than using them to reify his (or Tostan’s) view of a 
‘more just’ community. In Ellerman’s (2006) terms, Kebe started from 
where the doers (community members) were and saw the world with 
the doers’ eyes; that is, he did not impose change on the doers, rather 
he approached community members by respecting their local reality, 
their norms and practices and from there he built the premises for the 
programme to happen.

Women’s participation represented a fi rst challenge to the way they 
were perceived in families. Certain women were the only participat-
ing members of the family: they were doing something independent 
and outside the household, and on which the family set part of their 
hopes for a better life. This role for the women was a novelty in the 
daily life of community members, compared with the role described 
in the previous chapter. Husbands might well have perceived wives’ 
participation as part of their reproductive functions (the women gain 
experience that benefi t the entire family) but the process of reconsid-
eration of gender roles was nonetheless triggered by women’s par-
ticipation  . In cognitive terms, new clues in people’s experience were 
activated, pre-existent schemata were being challenged and others 
would later be produced by men’s observation of women’s participa-
tion during the classes.

Male members participated less consistently and in smaller number. 
However, their participation was of paramount importance: men could 
observe women doing things they never saw them doing before (talk-
ing, taking decisions, laughing) and, in so doing, their previous biases 
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about what women could do started to be challenged. Men’s presence 
gave women a reason to conceptualise their condition, to explain their 
challenges to someone alien to the way they made sense of their life in 
the community. Men’s presence offered an opportunity for the women 
to become aware of those challenges and for the men to become aware 
of the women as full human beings. In Freirian terms, as described ear-
lier, the presence of men represented for women the challenge of the 
non-I, requiring the conceptualisation of the I and the problematisation 
of the themes that would emerge as related to it.

Both male and female participants expressed an unspecifi ed faith 
in education, metaphorically referring to the programme as something 
that would wake them up, help them fi nd the right path, fi nd light in 
the dark: ‘we need education because we the Fulܦe are lost people’ 
[S1I2FD  ]; ‘education can wake us up, we are like sleeping and not aware 
of the world around us’ [S1I15SD  ]; ‘I feel like I need to get an education 
because if you are not educated you are a person that is lost’ [S2I3OB  ].

The three factors that played key roles in the learning context inter-
twined in the social change process that HRE facilitated. The indirect 
approach with which Tostan negotiated access to the authorities both 
made them the protagonist of the community’s empowerment and 
showed Tostan’s interest in working together with the authorities and 
not against them. The strategic choice of the facilitator also drove the 
programme in the same direction. The fact that Kebe could anticipate 
community members’ shared cultural expectations, due to their com-
mon ethno-linguistic identity, allowed him to fi nd ways to engage 
participants in the programme, respecting local roles of gender and 
relations of power in the household and the community. Besides, he 
was originally from another, more distant community. His being extra-
neous to past dynamics and events allowed him to build up his authori-
tativeness as educator, although he did not translate this into banking 
authority (both in the class and in the village). Finally, participants’ 
interest primed their motivation to participate in the class. Whatever 
their husbands’ interest might be, women’s participation was a con-
crete symbol of changing gender roles that all community members 
could witness from the fi rst class. Their participation in the class was 
even more meaningful due to men’s presence. Men’s presence in the 
class required women’s effort to problematise their situation, having to 
explain it to the different, to the non-I, throughout the human rights 
curriculum.
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THE EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING

Throughout the interviews, informants talked about what they found 
interesting in the classes, what they learnt and what surprised them. 
Their answers were analysed together with observational data from 
the classes, and helped identify instructional strategies and understand 
what stood out about the course content. In the second and third sets of 
interviews (respectively during and at the end of the HRE programme), 
informants reported they had benefi ted in particular from the expe-
riential aspects of their learning. Observational data confi rmed that 
experiential learning strategies continuously triggered participation. In 
particular, three pedagogical factors had a key role in eliciting active 
critical participation: interactive and participative pedagogy (the use of 
pictures and role-playing exercises, including theatre, designed to sim-
ulate familiar situations; facilitator’s examples making reference to local 
familiar practices and events; small group activities); learning through 
discussion (discussions with other participants and communal sharing 
of anecdotes on village life); and the use of Fulܦe traditional values and 
language.

Applying Interactive and Participative Strategies

Each class started with the facilitator showing a picture introducing the 
human rights that would be discussed that day, encouraging partici-
pants to comment on the picture. An example of this educational tool is 
offered in Figure 6.1, where people of different skin colour, religion and 
gender share the same space. The panel was used during the class on 
the right to non-discrimination.

Informants’ reference to the tool suggests that its use was effective in 
drawing participants’ attention and eliciting their participation:

The teacher used cards with pictures to teach us and that really 
helped me because it’s great to talk about it but if you can see it 
too it’s good. [S2I8FD  ]

The photo with people of different colours is very interesting. 
[S2I2DS   ]

[The class] has changed people by teaching and showing 
people (drawings) how to keep clean, work together, take care of 
one’s health and respect one another. I believe the images caught 
people’s attention and made them believe if they act in a certain 
way they will benefi t and it has been working. [S3I2PS  ]

5567_Cislaghi.indd   1445567_Cislaghi.indd   144 14/08/17   4:47 PM14/08/17   4:47 PM



Human Rights Education in Action 145

The facilitator would use the pictures to spark the discussion with 
participants about what they saw in them.

On other occasions, as part of interactive strategies, participants 
engaged in short sketches to depict social or familiar problems and 
issues that required solutions. This educational technique goes under 
the name of theatre of the oppressed, and was developed by Augusto 
Boal as a strategy to translate Freirian theories into action. Boal (1979, 
1995) created a tool through which people could question the social 
status quo, overcoming the divide between actors and audience: par-
ticipants simultaneously act and discuss what happens in the scene. 
Theatre can liberate participants from social roles and social respon-
sibilities. A woman who would not normally stand up publicly against 
her husband can do it in the scene, naming and shaming his misbehav-
iours while raising issues and concerns that the entire class will be able 
to discuss afterwards:

Sixth sketch today. The skit starts with two women fi ghting. One of 
the two women takes a stick and starts beating the other. Another 
woman walks in and tries to settle the issue. OB (a man) – with 
the role of the husband – walks onto the scene and orders the fi rst 
woman to stop. She refuses. The man threatens her physically. The 

Figure 6.1 Drawing used to introduce session on human right to non-discrimination 
(reproduced with permission of Tostan)
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fi rst woman seems to get genuinely scared – she says something 
smiling. The public laughs. The third woman succeeds in getting 
people talking and bringing peace in the group. The fi rst woman 
drops the stick. Applause. [Diary, 29.04.2010] 

Participants were invited to express their opinion after the sketches 
fi nished; the facilitator encouraged them to relate the content of 
the sketch to their own experience. Participating informants referred to 
the experience overwhelmingly in the interviews. Non-participating 
informants also reported indirect mentioning of the technique as one 
of the motivators of participation. ‘Young’ Fatou Diallo, for instance, 
said:

Did Penda tell you anything when you asked her [about the class]?
She did tell me it was good and teaches them a lot of life skills 

and told me they would do theatre in class. [S3I8FDY  ]

As another instructional strategy, the facilitator encouraged participants 
to contribute to the discussion with concrete examples from their own 
life. According to informants, listening to concrete cases helped them 
to understand and memorise the new knowledge they came across. In 
one class, for instance, Penda explained with sadness how she had lost 
a child:

[In the class] we learned to be decisive [. . .] After taking these 
Tostan classes I know I was not decisive during my fi rst preg-
nancy. I told in class what happened: I didn’t go to the doctor 
once, I had the baby and she lived for nine months and at the 
tenth month she got sick, I took her to the hospital but it was too 
late. The doctor told me there was water in the umbilical cord and 
if it got to her head she would die. Sure enough three days later 
she died. Now I know the importance of getting regular check-
ups while pregnant and once your kids are born make sure they 
get all the necessary vaccines. [S3I2PS  ]

From a concrete experience (having lost a child), Penda drew a dif-
ferent understanding of healthcare. Experiential learning built new 
knowledge from what participants already knew: their own experience 
and life. It helped connect the concrete and familiar to a more abstract 
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knowledge, as in the case of the informant above. Consider what Ami 
said, for instance:

Can you explain discrimination as you understood it in the class? 
Discrimination is like having two wives and treating one better 
than the other or having two kids and putting one into school 
and keeping the other at home to work. [S2I11AS  ]

Ami derived abstract knowledge on equality from a concrete experience 
that she came across in her life (discrimination in the family).

Another informant, Omar, said: ‘After [. . .] seeing examples of dis-
crimination in our village [. . .] I know it’s not good to discriminate’ 
[S2I3OB  ]. Abstract knowledge was activated from concrete examples 
from participants’ daily life, engaging them in concrete discussions 
to which they could easily contribute. There is a genuine increment 
of knowledge in participants’ experience in the classes. That knowl-
edge was generated from the familiar, started in the vernacular, by 
‘wrestling with the conditions of the problem at fi rst hand’ (Dewey 
[1916] 1966: 92):

What did you think after fi rst learning about this [human right to non-
discrimination]?

The fi rst thing that came to my mind was that this is something 
for me and I believe in it. [S3I3AIB  ]

The ‘material’ of the new knowledge preceded the classes. The problems 
were not new. The experience of those problems instead was novel: 
the operation that led to participants’ coscientisation about their real-
ity is where the new knowledge was produced. Experiential learning is 
intrinsically tightened in problem-posing pedagogy: only seen in local 
terms, the reality becomes problematic and participants can challenge 
the status quo (Freire 1973). In experiential learning, the educator redis-
covers the material. Kebe knew what he would teach before the classes 
but exposing the content to participants’ vernacularisation he relearnt 
it. The epistemological process was dialectical: participants and facilita-
tors engaged together in a path of critical renaming of the world. They 
rediscovered the material together, rather than it passing from the edu-
cator to the students (Freire 1973). In other words, Kebe did not own 
the object he studied with the students. They illuminated it together 

5567_Cislaghi.indd   1475567_Cislaghi.indd   147 14/08/17   4:47 PM14/08/17   4:47 PM



148 The Programme in Action

through the experience of the participants: problem-posing education 
starts with reality to overcome it (Shor and Freire 1987).

For this process to be effective, Freire recommended reducing dis-
cussion groups to small groups. In Galle Toubaaco, Kebe split partici-
pants into groups on different occasions. He asked participants to mix, 
creating mixed-gender groups. In small groups, participants gained 
confi dence and exercised their public speaking skills. Observational 
data show that some initially led small group discussions, while over 
time more people started contributing to the group discussions. In turn, 
participants gained confi dence in their speaking skills that diffused to 
the class fi rst, and the entire community after.

Democratic Participation

Both Dewey and Freire considered democratic participation in the 
class as a fundamental characteristic of effective transformative educa-
tion (Dewey [1916] 1966; Freire 1970). To Freire, by thinking and act-
ing democratically, students become aware of others as subjects of the 
world and as equally deserving of dignity and respect. Democratic par-
ticipation allows students to challenge dynamics of power that would 
otherwise hinder the process of students’ coscientisation by limiting the 
reconceptualisation of their world (Freire 1998). To Dewey ([1916] 1966), 
democracy is a fundamental aspect of liberative education. The class, as 
ideal metaphor for the society, should make provisions for participation 
of all students on equal terms. Democracy in education allows the emer-
gence of students’ internal aims, and structures processes in which the 
students can have genuine problem-developing (and problem-solving) 
experiences.

Kebe structured a norm of democratic participation in the class, one 
where everyone was encouraged to contribute and everyone’s con-
tribution was valued and never diminished. Participants learnt about 
democracy not only through the content of the sessions, but also by 
experimenting with it in class:

[The class] taught us democracy, about not discriminating against 
one another and to respect each other. Kebe was a major reason 
why things have changed; he involved everyone in the classes 
emotionally, educationally and religiously. He is such a hard 
worker. [S3I7OB  ]
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Asked about the most interesting thing he had learnt in the class, 
Omar answered ‘democracy’, and connected it with the facilitator’s 
efforts to elicit participants’ dialogue and collaboration. Participating 
informants described the class as a place where they could speak to 
people with whom they would not have previously had proper conver-
sations and where they could learn and practise better ways of talking 
to each other:

What we are learning now will change things a lot.
Why would the class change things?
The classes have brought people together and taught them 

how to talk and listen to each other and help one another. 
[S2I3OB  ]

Informants stressed two reasons for being enthusiastic about talking 
with others in class: fi rst, some informants (such as Penda and Ami 
below) said they were happy to get to know each other better and to 
learn from each other: ‘There are some people whom I did get to know 
a little better. With class we have a lot more time to talk to one another 
and get to know each other’ [S2I4PS  ]; ‘There are a lot of people I got to 
know in class, Ndene is one of these people I didn’t know him much 
before but now we talk and joke around’ [S2I10AIB ]. Second, they 
were surprised by the fact that everyone was learning to both speak in 
public – especially women – and respect other people talking. Djombo, 
Omar and Ami, in particular, said:

people here are used to having a conversation with three people 
talking at the same time but in class when that started to happen 
the teacher would tell us we had to speak one person at a time. 
[S2I7DS  ]

I fi nd it [the class] very interesting because I am learning many 
things I didn’t know before. Now people here are much closer to 
one another, they talk to each other all the time, help each other 
and exchange ideas. [S2I3OB  ]

[. . .] before if it wasn’t for a marriage, baptism or a funeral 
people would not get together but now people do a lot of things 
together and help each other. Now women talk about what they 
learned in class and about their fi nances and how they can help 
develop the village. [S3I3AIB  ]
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Also, other informants said they were positively surprised by being 
together in the class and sharing ideas with each other. The ‘young’ 
Amadou said: ‘[classes are good because] People have less time alone, 
they spend more time together in the classroom’ [S3I10ABY  ]; and the 
‘old’ Amadou confi rmed: ‘[thanks to the classes] People now spend 
less time on their own and talk together in class, everyone can talk’ 
[S2I9AB  ]. Observational data show a gap in gender participation in the 
fi rst classes with men talking much more than women: ‘Session 2 today. 
[. . .] It’s almost the end. An old woman, encouraged by the facilitator, 
stands up and talks. I realise this is happening for the fi rst time since the 
beginning of the classes’ [Diary, 15.03.2010].

As also acknowledged by informants, women started contributing 
more and more to the discussion over time, while at the beginning 
most of them refrained from talking:

Do you think the women talk the same, more or less in class now?
The women are participating a lot more in class now. [. . .] They 

are gaining confi dence from the class.
Why did they not talk before?
They were too shy to speak. [S2I2DS   ]
I am speaking a lot more because I am learning a lot and I have 

more confi dence in myself. [S2I11AS  ]
The women are talking a lot more [now compared with the 

fi rst classes].
Why are they talking more now?
They are starting to learn from the class and develop. [S2I4PS  ]

Informants made sense of women’s lack of participation as shame or 
lack of habit. Ami, for instance, talking of lack of participation of women 
in the village meetings and the fi rst class, said: ‘If you are not educated 
it’s hard to speak especially when your children are around’ [S1I6AS  ]. 
Sidi Ba also expressed the opinion (in line with that of other men) that: 
‘women are too shy and don’t speak up and sometimes they are afraid 
to speak because they are women’ [S2I1SB  ].

In the quote above, Ami established a direct link between being 
educated and having the capability to talk in public. To her, uneducated 
people would not participate in a discussion. However, the male elders, 
who were not necessarily more educated than the women, did most 
of the talking in the community. Ami’s was an attempt to rationally 
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justify women’s silence in public meetings; she could not conceptu-
alise women’s absence from the talking as conditioned by hegemonic 
invisible power relations. On the other hand, Ami’s quote reveals her 
hope that an education would help her learn public speaking skills that 
she would then apply without shame. Interestingly, she referred to the 
shame she would face by speaking in front of her kids who represented 
her family and household. It is in the household, in fact, that her subju-
gation to her social position started, shaped by invisible power dynam-
ics that reproduced themselves generation after generation.

Belenky et al. (1986) drafted a theory of silent women that might 
help make sense of women’s lack of participation during meetings. 
Women who are socially, economically and educationally deprived 
develop language but do not explore the power that their words can 
have. Women experiencing patriarchal authority as all-powerful obey 
without asking for explanations, for rationalisation. They learn not 
to trust their ability to understand the ‘why of things’ and rely on the 
presence of an authority to guide their actions. Women learn, in other 
words, to maintain a woman’s place. As to how they learn their role, I 
suggested an explanation in the previous chapter, by analysing invis-
ible power dynamics, social norms and access to resources. Ami, and 
the other women who linked their not being educated to their lack 
of public speaking, might have self-deprecated themselves because 
they internalised the opinion shaped by the social status quo. Freire 
analysed direct forms of ‘power-over’ shaping peasants’ perception 
of self on the active depreciative talking of the bosses. What hap-
pened in Galle Toubaaco is different; yet, Freire’s analysis is useful. In 
Galle Toubaaco, the invisible power dynamics analysed in the previ-
ous chapter created a norm of female ‘silence’ (in Belenky’s term) and 
subjugation for women. Women, lacking capacity to aspire to a differ-
ent reality, understood themselves as facing a self-reproducing sce-
nario and could not see themselves as active agents of social change. 
Kardiata’s sentence quoted earlier re-emerges with new perspective: 
‘We will ask the men to work hard and allow everyone to have a 
voice’ [S1I7KS  ].

Women in Galle Toubaaco did not demonstrate an understanding of 
themselves as talkers. They listened to the voice of others in the class. 
Amongst those ‘others’ there were Kebe, the men and the women that 
they modelled (particularly the elders). They started with a little talking 
at fi rst and saw that others valued their opinion. Then they spoke more 
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and more. In class, they experienced a different self, one as a talker. 
In the family, then, they also experienced a new talking role, one of 
a teacher that shared what they had learnt in the classes with non-
participating members. As the classes went on, women got used to 
talking in front of a public audience. Men were surprised at the new 
capabilities that women demonstrated they were developing; Amadou, 
for instance, said: ‘They [the women] are talking a lot more now, before 
they would sit around and not say anything but now they talk all the 
time’ [S2I9AB  ]. However, as Omar remarked, half-way through the 
programme women’s talking was still limited to the classes: ‘[Although 
the women have learnt to talk in the classes] The women talk a lot more 
in class than they do in meetings. In most meetings men are the ones 
that speak’ [S2I3OB  ].

The democratic environment of the class created by Kebe helped 
women to produce a new understanding of themselves as talkers. This 
new understanding was also acknowledged by men. New aspirations 
entered the fi eld of women’s possibilities. The traditional role of women 
as listeners was challenged by the development of new capabilities and 
widened members’ capacity to aspire, to imagine alternative courses of 
action. This capability was then translated into village meetings, gener-
ating surprise amongst community members and further contributing 
to challenging traditional gender roles. The results of this process are 
explored in the next chapter.

Using Participants’ Mother Tongue

Language plays a critical role in problem-posing education, since it can 
be used to make social inequality invisible or to unveil it (Freire 1970; 
Freire and Macedo 1995). Through the use of Fulfulde, Kebe activated 
local values and triggered common understandings of the world. Every 
class started with a Pulaar proverb to frame the content of the class over 
a traditional positive value. One of the fi rst classes on the importance 
of working together, for example, started with a Fulܦe proverb stress-
ing the importance of cooperation: Confl ict does not exist; only a lack of 
dialogue exists. At this stage, the classes did not include learning to read 
and write. Literacy comes later in the programme. Participants were 
aware of the curriculum progression and set their expectations on it. 
Since the beginning of the programme, however, they could learn Fulܦe 
words that they had lost in their contact with the Wolof ethnicity. As 
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demonstrated by informants, the fact that classes were given in their 
own language was a strong motivator of participation:

There are lots of young people and older people in the class and 
they are all learning new things. [. . .] they are getting an educa-
tion they didn’t have before; they are learning words they didn’t 
know before. [. . .] For example, they didn’t know the Pulaar word 
for onions. [S2I1SB  ]

[It’s good to learn in Pulaar] because it [Pulaar] is a sacred lan-
guage, it’s a language sacred to human beings. [S2I13MS  ]

We have been learning a lot of words in our language that we 
didn’t know before. Words like niamakou, hot pepper. The class 
will change people, for example there can be a change in use of 
the words where we stop using Wolof words in our language. 
We are learning many Pulaar words in class that we didn’t know 
before and we’d rather speak pure Pulaar than use Wolof words 
when speaking Pulaar. [S2I14ABY  ]

Academics and practitioners in the fi eld have acknowledged the 
importance of using mother tongues in education to enhance the 
quality of the education delivered and to protect minorities from los-
ing their linguistic identity (Benson 2004; Phillipson 1996; Skutnabb-
Kangas 2000; Van Dyken 1990). Other scholars, though, have argued 
that linguistic human rights based on mother tongue education have 
relied too much on notions of identities, excluding the minorities 
they are intended to protect from the knowledge needed to inter-
act with the globalising world around them (see, for instance, Stroud 
2003). In Galle Toubaaco, the use of Fulfulde in the classes was stra-
tegic for three reasons. First, the language identity of the participants 
was strongly connected to their ethnic identity. Participants acknowl-
edged the importance of rediscovering or getting closer to that lin-
guistic identity by learning their language. Delivering HRE in Fulfulde 
enhanced participation by triggering participants’ desire to reintegrate 
their ethnic identity.

Second, participants in class critically analysed local practices regu-
lating their social behaviours. To do so, they needed to use the words 
linked to those behaviours to reframe their own meanings of them. 
Freire (1970) stressed the importance of the relation between words 
and actions. Words construct the world, not vice versa. To deconstruct 
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their social status quo, participants needed to summon shared values, 
practices and words that name those practices and values. In the HRE 
programme, participants looked at their daily life and made sense of it 
together, in their own language and through commonly shared social 
assumptions and schemata.

Third, receiving education in one’s mother tongue is a basic human 
right of every human being (contained, for instance, in the ICESCR – 
Article 27 – and the CRC – Article 30: United Nations 1966, 1989). As 
seen earlier, HRE is by defi nition delivered with respect for human rights, 
and it could have been detrimental, and it certainly would have been 
incoherent, to ignore the right that people have to develop their person-
ality and analyse the world in their mother tongue.

THE CURRICULUM

The Preliminary Session: Creating a Community of Practice

Situated learning theory identifi ed three characteristics that communi-
ties of practice share: mutual engagement, joint enterprise and shared 
repertoire (Wenger 1998). In the fi rst sessions of the programme, Kebe 
asked participants to refl ect on their identity and set their own goals for 
the programme. In the fi rst session, he invited participants to travel to 
the village of knowledge:

First session today. My interpreter explains to me that Kebe told the 
story of four friends travelling to the village of knowledge: some of 
them are tired, some others complain, some others are tired but 
focused on their goals and they feel proud of the sacrifi ces they 
are making because they are reaching the village of knowledge. 
After the story, Kebe asked participants to answer some questions 
in groups, discussing their opinions on the different characters 
travelling, and if they would consider it a successful journey or not 
if only one person in the group reached the village of knowledge. 
[Diary, 02.04.2010] 

The content of the story elicited the idea that rewards in the future justify 
smaller sacrifi ces in the present. The following active discussion acted as 
a trigger for the participants to discuss concretely the supporting reasons 
for the idea that sacrifi ces can be made envisioning a bigger success. 
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Omar then suggested that, as it was for the travellers to the village of 
knowledge, so it was for their village: they were travelling to the vil-
lage of knowledge and the classes with their sacrifi ces represented an 
investment in the future since education is always useful. Then, Kebe 
asked participants to discuss some local proverbs such as, for instance, 
If ten dig a hole and ten fi ll it, there is a lot of hole but no dust, Confl ict does 
not exist, only a lack of dialogue exists, or People are people’s own medicine. 
Participants agreed about the importance of collaboration as a part of 
their traditional values and their ethnic identity, and related this to the 
story discussed earlier.

Mutual engagement, ‘the source of coherence of a community’ 
(Wenger 1998: 73), ties participants into the practices of their com-
munity. The fi rst session, with participants refl ecting on their need 
to participate for the greater success that will follow, enabled par-
ticipants’ engagement with each other: the journey to the village of 
knowledge is useless if only one person reaches it; everyone must 
arrive at the end of the journey for the greater benefi t of the group. In 
the following session, Kebe primed the importance of participation 
through a game:

Second session today. The facilitator gave a ball to participants and 
asked them to pass it to each other. He then asked participants to 
think of the game as a metaphor of a discussion: everyone must 
play and the ball must not go from participants to facilitator only. 
[Diary, 04.04.2010] 

In the class, everyone started being ‘included in what matters’ (Wenger 
1998: 74), that is, in the class participation. Kebe adopted a dialectical 
approach, encouraging participants to talk and recalling, from time to 
time, local proverbs triggering the values of collaboration, participation 
and engagement. Wenger called similar processes the coherence that 
transforms mutual engagement into a CoP. In the same session, Kebe 
asked participants to choose an animal that represented them, fi nding 
positive and negative traits of those animals and asking participants 
for strategies for promoting better interaction and dialogue in the class 
(since the lion can be patient, or the turtle can be shy, for instance). In 
this second session, then, participants began to explore their heteroge-
neity, what Wenger (1998) called their diversity and partiality that gives 
unique signifi cance to each participant’s life.
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The second characteristic of a CoP, joint enterprise, is a relation-
ship of mutual accountability among participants towards a common 
goal (Wenger 1998). In the third session, Kebe asked participants to 
draw their village of the future. He put a big piece of paper in the mid-
dle of the classroom and distributed some markers. Then, he invited 
participants to envision the future of their community on the paper. 
Many participants drew a health post, others drew a millet-peeling 
machine, others drew a school, and so on. Kebe then asked partici-
pants to discuss in small groups the changes their community would 
need in order to achieve their envisioned ideal village. Situated learn-
ing theory called the creation of a stated goal the beginning of a nego-
tiated enterprise. With it, participants also share relations of mutual 
accountability that is both accountability for participation and moral 
accountability. According to informants, when some participants did 
not come into class, other participants required them to explain their 
reasons for not coming: they shared the accountability for their pres-
ence in the class. Besides, participants constructed reciprocal moral 
accountability to respect (in their daily life) the behaviours understood 
as morally correct in the classes. What was agreed in class, since it was 
for a better future, became everyone’s responsibility to implement and 
protect. In the words of a female informant interviewed towards the 
end of the Kobi 1:

What did you like the most in class so far?
The most enjoyable thing so far has been learning about 

the right against discrimination and violence. Learning about it 
in class can help diminish the cases of discrimination in class. 
[. . .] With the class, people will know what is good and what 
is bad, everyone sees them now if they discriminate. And for 
those who don’t know, people who attended class will tell 
them. [S2I9MB] 

Session 4 was not observed, but it was likely to have contributed with 
the others to building up mutual engagement, since it dealt with the 
importance that every human being has in a human community. The 
facilitator reported he was very satisfi ed with that session. According to 
him, participants were impressed when refl ecting on their roles in the 
world and the impact they could have on their community. The act of 
refl ecting on the changes that famous people had made in the world 
(as participants were invited to do during session 4) gave credit to the 
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idea that everyone mattered if they wanted to make the village better: 
if a human being could change the world alone, they could defi nitely 
change their village together.

The third characteristic of a CoP is the shared repertoire of resources. 
Kebe made continuous reference to Fulܦe proverbs or stories. Partici-
pants responded to the priming of the Fulܦe common sense by locat-
ing customary Fulܦe views of the world (that they recognised as being 
part of their ethnic tradition) in their daily personal experiences. Par-
ticipants, encouraged by Kebe, shared their history and their stories; in 
Wenger’s terms, they shared resources of mutual engagement. Anec-
dotes, untold stories, and participants’ similar and diverging views of 
community life represented the resources through which the CoP ‘class’ 
recognised their common identity. Then, after the programme, the new 
views of the world unleashed by the programme represented a new set 
of resources available to participants. Participants used these resources 
to reconfi rm their common membership outside the classroom: in the 
village. In the formal and informal meetings, participants shared human 
rights knowledge, anecdotes and stories that raised their awareness of 
being members of the CoP-class.

Their role in the class and the set of resources acquired slowly equipped 
them with new terms of interaction with non-participants. They could 
teach them and, in doing so, they would discover themselves as teachers, 
they would reach a different awareness of self as talkers:

Is what you learned today useful at all?
Yes it can benefi t me because now I can teach my family and 

friends and all that is benefi cial. [S3I11FD  ]
Now women are gaining more confi dence and are starting to 

talk more, they participate in the classroom and when they come 
home they tell us what they learned. It’s nice because I am not 
participating in the class but I am learning from them. Sometimes 
after class they all get together and talk about what they learned 
and how they exchange ideas. [S2I1SB  ]

Legitimate participation theory of learning in CoPs argued that mem-
bers in the community could be either full or peripheral. Full members 
are those who grant legitimation to the newcomers that, demonstrating 
their capacity to act and speak as the old members do, slowly access 
more central positions and gain full recognition as legitimate talking 
members of the community (Lave and Wenger 1991).
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The class was a new environment, it offered an alternative setting 
hosting people’s relationships, and as such offered people an opportunity 
to engage in new forms of membership. Observational data show that 
the number of people actively participating increased over time. While at 
the beginning a few men (particularly the elders) did most of the talking, 
session by session the women gained confi dence: data show, in the fi rst 
session, that 90 per cent of spontaneous talking (i.e. non-primed, e.g. 
women being asked to report on their group’s work) came from men. In 
the last sessions observed (three months later), that balance had reached 
an impressive 60/40 in favour of the women (who, though, as seen above, 
signifi cantly exceeded men in number).

In Galle Toubaaco, the only potential old member of the commu-
nity was Kebe, since the content of the classes was unknown to all 
other members. In response to this situation, participants tried to 
obtain legitimisation from Kebe, checking his agreement with what 
they would do or say. Kebe, though, refrained most of the time from 
doing so. In Freirian terms, participants tried to bargain their legiti-
mation with the facilitator motivated by self-deprecation that fos-
tered the idea that knowledge could only be received, not generated. 
Kebe, however, remained fi rm in the pedagogical position enforced 
since the fi rst session: everyone’s participation was important and 
every contribution was unique. Rather than looking for the right or 
wrong answer, the class would be a place where people could share 
their views without fear of being evaluated or judged. Kebe gave 
participants the tools to legitimate their membership by themselves 
or, to put it in another way, he legitimated everyone’s participation 
equally.

Such a process was a new one for people in the class. They were used 
to the hierarchical relations analysed in the previous chapter. Hence, 
they responded by adapting their actions to the way their current cog-
nitive schemata suggested: bringing the relationships learnt outside 
into the class. In their understanding of gender roles, men would be 
the talkers and the decision-makers, women would be the listeners 
and the decision-followers. As the class went on, however, women dis-
covered a different self to what they were used to: they could talk in 
front of others in small groups, they could represent their group and 
report to others and they could obtain other people’s agreement in the 
class with what they said. Aisata, after the classes, could recall some-
thing a woman had said – and the consensus she obtained – without 
hesitation:
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Do you remember something a woman said in the class?
A woman said that taking care of our children is impor-

tant. Everyone in the class agreed with what the woman said. 
[S3I10ABY  ]

The men witnessed women gaining public speaking skills and implic-
itly acknowledged their capacity by speaking to them (agreeing or dis-
agreeing with them). In situated learning theory terms, participants 
inverted the process of legitimation of their membership and built their 
own legitimation through what Gaventa (1980) defi ned as a series of 
growing successes that allow people to unveil and contest invisible 
power dynamics. Rather than having to ask for legitimation of their 
membership, participants in the class built their own legitimation. Vil-
lage relationships, with some members holding talking power and oth-
ers being relegated to silent roles, were reconceived in the class into a 
new understanding of them:

Session 8. Today for the fi rst time I counted more female partici-
pants than male participants intervening in the class. Also, today 
for the fi rst time a female participant disagreed with what a male 
participant said and all other participants, both men and women, 
backed up what this woman said. She looked very happy, as if she 
was feeling important. [Diary, 21.04.2010] 

In Freirian terms, the dialogue that occurred in the class liberated par-
ticipants (or at least many of them) from the oppression that limited 
their understanding of the self as capable of meaningful contributions. 
The CoP had been positively built on rules of democratic participation 
since the fi rst sessions. The dynamics that enhanced everyone’s par-
ticipation were reactivated in each of the following session. In these 
sessions, participants, aware of the importance of their mutual engage-
ment and their goals, critically analysed local practices and behaviours 
from a human rights perspective.

The Sessions on Democracy and Human Rights: 
Analysing Local Practices

The four preliminary sessions analysed above engaged participants 
in discussing collaboration in the class and set the groundwork for 
a vibrant, democratic CoP. The following six sessions dealt with the 
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justifi cation for the existence of government and the law. In session 
5, Kebe asked participants to imagine they were in the ‘Island of 
Tomorrow’, and invited them to discuss a possible organisation for 
their society.

Rather than summarising participants’ reactions to each and every 
one of the six sessions on democracy, it seems more useful to remark 
that, generally speaking, during these classes participants were engaged 
in discussing everyone’s role in the village. For instance, they discussed 
the importance of living in peace as a group and the reasons for hav-
ing government and laws. What stood out during observation was the 
‘Democracy Game’ played in session 9. Kebe split participants into pairs 
(they were still in the Island of Tomorrow) and asked them to evaluate 
a concrete situation each:

Kebe had a series of situations (he will tell me later he took those 
from the manual) including, for instance: the government of the 
Island of Tomorrow declared that elections cost too much and is 
shutting them down; the government starts a programme to be 
sure that girls go to school; the government favours one national 
language to the detriment of others. Kebe tells me he had many 
situations, but he chose the most relevant to Galle Toubaaco. 
[Diary, 25.04.2010] 

As seen in detail in Chapter 2, Freire (1970) called topics of great con-
cern or importance to the learners ‘generative themes’. Human beings 
are able to refl ect on their existence and the historical characteristics 
of that existence. In doing so, they can experience their fi eld of social 
possibilities, what Freire calls ‘limit-situations’, as obstacles to their lib-
eration. When those barriers are perceived as insurmountable, human 
beings lose hope of changing the status quo. For participants in HRE, 
then, exploring social norms and invisible power dynamics is not 
enough: students must look at them with the positive feeling of being 
able to change them. The educator – Kebe in Galle Toubaaco – should 
help learners understand those limit-situations by investigating with 
them their thematic universe. As he would do many times during the 
course, in session 9 Kebe chose to challenge participants with particular 
problems, investigating possible generative themes that had emerged 
in the previous classes. Participants responded to Kebe’s challenges 
in their own way, by exploring their local reality and translating the 
abstract knowledge on democracy into a problematic understanding of 
their local reality: ‘Kebe told me he was surprised because participants 
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spoke about the fact that they didn’t elect their village chief. By the way 
he speaks about it, it seems that participants were quite critical of the 
issue’ [Diary, 25.04.2010].

At this stage of the process, participants started experiencing limit-
situations as problems encountered during their life. However, solu-
tions were still not in the fi eld of possibilities. On the one hand, then, 
participants already problematised their need to cooperate in order to 
reify their ideal better village. During another of the following ses-
sions (session 10) participants started to talk about the coordination 
they needed to reach the future that they envisioned. However, similar 
forms of coordination lacked references to dignity, equality, rights or 
responsibilities. Participants had critically refl ected on everyone’s role 
in their journey towards a better village; however, discussions on how 
people needed to be treated for them to be able to positively collabo-
rate for that journey did not emerge yet. They could envision their goal 
and understood their need to cooperate, but the problematisation of 
their working together – that is, how participants could reify that coop-
eration – still had to undergo critical analysis.

Sessions 11–24 explored certain human rights:8 the right to life; 
to be free of all forms of violence; to be protected against all forms 
of discrimination; to peace and security; to health; to education; to 
water, food, housing and clothing; to a clean environment; to work; to 
a family and a nationality; to marriage; to free expression, opinion and 
information; to free association; and to vote and to be elected. These 
sessions elicited participants’ discussion about their view of human 
rights, their local interpretation and understanding, their vernaculari-
sation. Amongst the sessions observed, three in particular stood out for 
their signifi cance and because they unleashed powerful dynamics in 
the class. These were sessions 13, 14 and 17: the right to be protected 
against any form of violence (13), to any form of discrimination (14) 
and to health (17). The classes reached a high emotional level, with 
participants cheering, singing, clapping and some even crying. Session 
13 began with Kebe asking a participant to summarise what had hap-
pened in the last sessions. Then, Kebe asked participants to comment 
on a drawing representing a group of men and women peacefully talk-
ing together.

Session 13   ‘Jojjande reenedi e kalambadi musik’ [human right to 
be free from all forms of violence] has started and the women 
are much more reactive in interpreting the drawing. [. . .] [After 
the initial discussion] My interpreter and I are trying to take note 
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as much as possible of things that people are saying, but the 
conversation is escalating, people seem to pass from enthusiasm 
to anger, then to happiness. Their contributions follow incred-
ibly fast one after the other. A man takes the fl oor, I think he 
is trying to argue something but, it’s the fi rst time I see this, a 
woman interrupts him (again: it’s the fi rst time this happens) 
and says something that sounded like ‘Musiki ݄e ݄a fai ܪeܦܦo 
[bad things are being done against the women].’ All other 
women start talking together right after; it’s the fi rst time that 
the class is participating so actively and disorderly at the same 
time. Kebe intervenes, looks at the men in the class and says 
something. Men and women laugh together. Tension seems 
gone. Ndene takes the fl oor: ‘Kebe hali gonga [Kebe has spoken 
the truth].’ Ndene is defending women’s rights. [. . .] My inter-
preter helped me make sense of what happened in class today: 
a woman started talking about violence against women, which 
raised a great consensus amongst other women. Kebe asked the 
men what they thought and a man said something like – I have 
never thought about this; I have never realised the way they felt. 
[Diary, 29.04.2010] 

Figure 6.2 Drawing used to introduce session on human right to be free from violence 
(reproduced with permission of Tostan)
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Participants were asked to refl ect on forms of violence in the world. 
After the initial conversation, they moved the analysis to their local real-
ity. A woman spoke about gender-based violence and the other women 
joined her. More silent participants had experienced public speaking 
skills in the earlier sessions and, by this session, had acquired enough 
self-confi dence to exercise that capability as a group. In Freirian terms, 
a generative theme emerged from a critical discussion about gender 
violence and women reacted with strong emotion to that emergence. 
The theme emerged as an obstacle to the realisation of women as full 
human beings, probably for the fi rst time publicly in the life of male 
and female community members. For the fi rst time, community mem-
bers were requested to think about this issue together, to express their 
opinions in front of other members. The theme represented one of the 
limit-situations described above that trigger people’s coscientisation: 
the critical awareness of a social problematic that in turn generates a 
different (and higher) awareness of self and the world (Freire 1970).

Informants overwhelmingly referred to this class in their interviews:

Is there violence towards women here?
It did happen before, if a woman did something that her hus-

band didn’t like he would beat her and the parents also beat their 
kids all the time but that doesn’t happen any more.

When has this changed?
The class brought this change, they learned that it’s not good 

to discriminate and violence is not good, it’s better to talk to one 
another instead of fi ght. I think everyone here tries to be a good 
person and after learning about this stuff in class they realise 
how bad violence is and how much it can affect a relationship. 
[S2I10AIB ]

Session 14 – on the right to be protected against all forms of discrimi-
nation – was just as present in informants’ narratives. Although it was 
less charged with emotional participation in the class, all informants 
referred to the session as one of the most important:

Session 14 today, non-discrimination. [. . .] Kebe shows a draw-
ing of various people: young, old, male, female, Muslim, Chris-
tian, disabled, European, African, Asian. Kebe asks participants 
what they could see and what the fi gures had in common. The 
class answer they were all humans. Kebe asks participants if they 
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thought these human beings are all necessary in creating a better 
society and what happens if some people are excluded. Partici-
pants discuss the issue and they agree that their exclusion could 
be deleterious to the community. The excluded could hinder the 
progress of the community. A man says: they are part of that com-
munity so they need to contribute. A woman also says: they could 
remain behind and with their behaviour they could hinder the 
progress of the community. Another woman adds: a community 
working together works better: if ten dig a hole and ten fi ll the hole 
there is no hole but a lot of dust. Kebe asked what do these human 
beings have in common. Participants discuss in pairs and then in 
groups of four. They respond by eliciting body characteristics fi rst 
and then they move to intellectual characteristics: they love, they 
care about their families, they are rational, etc. The class conclude 
that since those beings all feel the same and live, they all deserve 
the same respect. They need to be treated in the same way. [. . .] 
Kebe asks if human beings in the world are treated all the same. 
Many participants say no and start talking about their commu-
nity. [A series of sketches followed.] [Diary, 31.04.2010] 

The class started with offering examples of indignities suffered by self 
or by others. The strong Islamic norm commanding equal treatment of 
co-wives and their children was easily available to participants. At fi rst, 
then, participants could problematise the abstract norm into a local (in 
this case religious) one. The human rights-inconsistent behaviours were 
initially conceptualised as contrary to the religious norm: in fact, the 
different treatment of two co-wives can be understood both as a viola-
tion of the Qur’anic norm recommending their equal treatment and 
as inconsistent with the abstract international human rights norm of 
non-discrimination. By analysing their daily family and community life 
and its being inconsistent with the religious norm, participants moved 
to analysing it along with its inconsistencies with the wider norm of 
non-discrimination.

Dewey argued that, in posing a problem, the educator must offer 
a perplexing situation that can resonate with ‘situations which have 
already been dealt with’ ([1916] 1966: 81); the challenge of problem-
posing education can thus create new problems ‘large enough to chal-
lenge thought, and small enough so that, in addition to the confusion 
naturally attending the novel elements, there shall be luminous familiar 
spots from which helpful suggestions may spring’ ([1916] 1966: 81). The 
human rights norm was bound to the familiar – to the luminous spots 
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of knowledge – in the session. Participants could explore it from their 
point of view, and widened the discussion by pooling experiences of 
discrimination based on gender, ethnicity, social status, and so on. In 
other words, indirectly, the human rights norm was vernacularised by 
participants because it was presented to them from ‘where they were’, 
understanding it through their eyes (Ellerman 2006; Merry 2006). Infor-
mants made wide reference to the session during the interviews:

What is the most import thing you have learned so far?
I learned about human rights and how discrimination is a bad 

thing. [S2I10AIB ]
What is the most interesting thing you learned in class?
I learned a lot of things but I forgot many but the [. . .] [session 

on discrimination was] very interesting. [S2I2DS   ]
What have you heard in class that you agree with?
That people should always be treated as equal no matter age 

or gender.
Why do you think that is right?
Because treating people equally will only help a community. 

After learning about it in class and seeing examples of discrimi-
nation and how it can have an effect on people I now know it’s 
not good to discriminate. [S2I3OB  ]

The class on non-discrimination elicited talking about equality that 
resulted in participants critically refl ecting on human dignity. Freirian 
scholar Mergner (2004) suggested that problem-posing education can 
be revolutionary because it has the potential for inviting people to rec-
ognise common dignity. In Galle Toubaaco, the recognition of common 
dignity led in the class to talking about the equality of human beings 
and the advantages for the entire community of respecting that equal-
ity. In class, then, participants experienced together the discovery of 
equality. Aminata, for instance, said: ‘It’s not right to discriminate and 
anyone who discriminates should be told to stop. I didn’t know about 
discrimination before the classes’ [S3I10ABY ]. While for most partici-
pants discrimination was a new discovery, few had said they had an idea 
of it before the classes. Omar, who on other occasions demonstrated an 
outstanding level of knowledge of political and social issues, said: ‘Per-
sonally I knew what discrimination was but there are many people here 
who didn’t differentiate what was and what wasn’t’ [S3I7OB  ].

According to informants, before the programme community mem-
bers did not ever publicly embody the equality of all human beings in 
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concrete actions or speech. Nor did they ever publicly recognise the 
political and social implications of that equality. In the way participants 
talked about equality and discrimination, any reference to the public 
acknowledgement of equal dignity amongst community members was 
absent. The class created a space where that equal dignity could become 
the object of critical analysis and be publicly acknowledged. Once the 
entire class agreed on human beings’ equality, there was no way back, 
there were no excuses for inconsistent behaviour:

[The practice of discrimination] is going to change over time, as 
we learn about it, people will talk about it more and if a husband 
doesn’t stop discriminating between his wives he could come to 
class with his wives one day and the whole class would hassle 
him about it. [S2I2DS   ]

Participants’ concept of equality grew within their understanding of 
it; that is, over local values such as, for instance, working together to 
improve the quality of life for the entire community.

Another two values primed by the human rights knowledge were 
participants’ love for their children and expectations of mutual recipro-
cal positive behaviour:

I have kids and grandkids and [. . .] I don’t want them to be dis-
criminated against. [S3I12AS  ]

You just said that if people know what discrimination is they will 
stop doing it. Why?

Because nobody likes to be discriminated against so they won’t 
want to discriminate against others. [S2I9MB] 

In the session above, participants developed the capability of community 
cooperation based on equality and recognition of reciprocal respect and 
dignity. The preliminary sessions primed the importance of cooperation. 
In this group of sessions, then, rights offered participants new strategies 
of cooperation based on dignity and equality.

Session 17, the right to health, offered a good opportunity to practise 
a dignifi ed form of cooperation:

Session 17 started. As usual, men sit on chairs. Omar stands up to 
leave the place to my interpreter. [. . .] A song is made on ‘Jojjande 
Ciellal [the right to health]’. [. . .] The discussion is now on fam-
ily planning. Men declared to be against family planning, women 
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explained their positions and their needs. A sketch is put on scene, 
where a woman keeps having babies and cannot take care of them. 
Omar shares his opinion: women are right, they cannot have a 
child every year. Euphoric applause from the women. Some men 
are still against. [. . .] Men and women are now debating freely, 
there is an outstanding difference compared with the beginning 
of the classes. Dembaye in particular is leading the discussion. She 
even talks over the other men. [. . .] The class is almost over, the 
women look very happy. Kebe is concluding the class asking the 
Imam if the Qur’an prohibits family planning. He says that there 
is no mention of this in the Qur’an, that family planning is not 
prohibited. [Diary, 01.05.2010] 

The abstract knowledge on the right to health generated discussion 
about themes that mattered from participants’ perspectives. By this ses-
sion, women were assured of the respect earned in the last sessions and 
confi dent of both their right to speak and their capability of doing so. 
In this session, they had the opportunity to talk to men about family 
planning, expressing their concerns and explaining the reasons behind 
their need for the practice. The dialogical Freirian pedagogy of the pro-
gramme allowed women and men to understand each other’s positions, 
unlike passive or banking education strategies.

An example is offered by the case of family planning: in a class 
towards the end of the programme, participants were introduced to 
international human rights instruments protecting the right to health. 
Participants soon started focusing on women’s right to health. The 
facilitator then introduced the topic of contraceptive practices that can 
help to avoid unwanted or dangerous pregnancies, asking participants 
to create a skit to show the community’s approach to those practices:

A skit today: a wife is lamenting that her husband doesn’t allow 
her to do family planning. The husband (angry) enters the scene 
and says that he married her to have children. But the wife insists: 
pregnancies are keeping her from taking care of the house, of 
her and the children’s health [she makes reference to diarrhoea]. 
They keep fi ghting until another woman enters the scene. She 
explains to him what family planning is really about. The hus-
band says that she is wrong: his wife only wants to practise family 
planning to have sex with other men [and pretends to beat her]. 
The wife concludes by saying that ‘men never listen; they must 
always be right’. [Diary, 08.06.2010] 
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Following the skit, the facilitator asked participants for a critical refl ec-
tion of what they had just seen. They engaged in a discussion about 
the reasons for practising or not practising family planning. In the dis-
cussion, they could understand each other’s opinion and diffi culties 
related to family planning. Women could explain their reasons and link 
them to events in the past, including the death of a female friend. This 
description moved to tears an old male participant [Diary, 08.06.2010]. 
Men could be reassured that women’s intention was not to seek extra-
conjugal sexual relationships, and understood the health implications 
of unwanted pregnancies.

Until the HRE class enabled participants to understand family 
planning together – that is, to name it as a problem (Freire 1970) – 
community members had never come to an agreement on the prac-
tice. The issue of family planning had been raised before, following a 
radio programme:

Did you talk about family planning before the class?
We heard about it on the radio before and when we told our 

husbands about it they didn’t understand what it was so they 
didn’t agree. The men thought it would stop a woman from having 
kids. [S2I10AIB ]

However, the radio programme could not structure a space where 
participants’ discussions were mediated by a facilitator guaranteeing 
their democratic participation in the dialogue. The radio programme 
aimed at tackling one issue, but could not help participants engage 
with the structural dynamic that generated it. Rather than motivating 
human development, the radio programme only aimed at eradicating 
one particular practice.

In their interaction, participants became aware of both pregnant 
women’s burdens and men’s concerns. The human rights content 
allowed mutual concerns to emerge and be addressed. Participants of 
different genders could reciprocally reassure each other. According to 
informants, participants were then able to address those concerns in 
the family, possibly widening the fi eld of topics that could be discussed 
at home and taking back from the classes possible concerns of other 
family members:

Have you heard of family planning?
Yes I have heard about it.
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Does it help a woman?
My wife explained it to me well now [after the class]. It’s good 

for the woman’s health, the children’s health and it also helps the 
husband because if his wife and children are healthy he won’t 
have to worry about hospital bills. I thought women wanted to 
have relationships [sexual intercourse] with other men [laughs]. 
[S2I13MS  ]

In class, participants learnt public speaking skills. The class helped them 
understand possible concerns that other family members could have 
about certain issues (e.g. about family planning), providing them with 
the tools to approach those issues in the family. Observational data 
report non-participating family members talking with participating 
members over topics that, according to informants, had been excluded 
from family discussions before. Slowly, norms of silence started being 
challenged. Women started perceiving themselves as talkers in the fam-
ily, and not just in class. The women studied by Belenky et al. (1986) 
were surprised to be able to have a conversation and make themselves 
understood by other people. One would imagine the women of Galle 
Toubaaco also being surprised at themselves when realising that they 
possessed the arguments to explain their position to the men and, 
where necessary, to reassure them.

In sum, the human rights curriculum played a key role in the process 
of reconsideration of local practices. Human rights were hooked to the 
local experience of daily challenges, to ‘luminous’ points (in Dewey’s 
words) that helped participants approach new problematic challenges. 
Liberating themes emerged from the dialogic process of collective par-
ticipation in the classes. The curriculum itself would not be suffi cient, 
however; the facilitator played a key role in the way the curriculum was 
critically delivered through a series of experiential learning strategies.

RESISTANCE TO AND LIMITATIONS OF THE TOSTAN 
CLASSES IN GALLE TOUBAACO

I have identifi ed three limitations in the pedagogy applied in Galle Tou-
baaco. Before discussing them, however, it is interesting to note that no 
resistance to the programme was found in the village and the reasons 
for this to be the case. No community member was observed show-
ing disagreement or being uncomfortable with the Tostan classes. Some 
resistance can possibly be speculated, but it is diffi cult to imagine how 
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signifi cant levels of wariness or confusion over the programme could 
have remained hidden during both interviews and observations. There 
are three possible factors that could have intertwined in reducing resis-
tance to very low levels.

First, community members expected to benefi t from the programme 
and demonstrated high regard for education. The Tostan programme 
was free and voluntary. They could withdraw (or ask family members to 
withdraw) without having to offer any explanation. However, members 
knew that their village would benefi t from the programme: for instance, 
people would learn how to work together, how to read and write, and 
they would learn health practices that would benefi t the lives of their 
families. They possibly saw the human rights education part of the 
programme as something they needed to go through to access more 
concrete and useful topics, and learning about these would benefi t the 
entire family and community.

Second, people coming back from class were able to teach other fam-
ily members Fulfulde words that they did not know before. They pos-
sibly spoke about Fulܦe proverbs and stories. It is possible that, for this 
reason, non-participating family members perceived the programme as 
consistent with their local tradition and values, rather than as threaten-
ing their ethnic identity or status quo. The programme, in its indirect 
approach, not only respected participants’ autonomy, it also posed the 
conditions for resistance as being meaningless: the programme was not 
perceived as changing people’s minds since people were changing each 
other’s minds.

Third, as seen above, the Tostan programme approached the village 
authorities fi rst. Tostan representatives offered to village authorities the 
opportunity to invite Tostan: authorities not only gave permission, they 
requested the classes and were proud of doing so to help their com-
munity. Male elders, for instance, said they were very gratifi ed because, 
at the end of the Kobi 1, outsiders from other villages visited Galle Tou-
baaco and were jealous of the change they saw: clean roads, showers 
and latrines, for example. In sum, the programme did not challenge 
local forms of authority and, possibly, community members showed 
them their gratitude for the benefi ts coming from the programme.

Even though very little resistance was observed, the programme in 
Galle Toubaaco showed some limitations. First, the number of women 
in class (about 20) greatly outnumbered that of men (fi ve or six). Male 
informants said they were unable to go to class because of their work 
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commitments outside the village; however, men in the village were 
often observed doing nothing at class times and still did not partici-
pate. I identifi ed two possible reasons explaining their lack of participa-
tion. The fi rst one is structural: men did not want to commit to a long 
programme that sooner or later would clash with job commitments. 
The second is social: the role of a man in Galle Toubaaco is to seek a 
source of revenue outside the village. Men might have been afraid that 
if they participated in the class, other community members would think 
they did not care about generating revenue for their family or were not 
capable of doing so. Also, the programme requires formal enrolment, 
so that occasional participation is subject to an offi cial act of joining the 
classes. Men might have refrained from enrolling offi cially for one of 
the two reasons above, or for other reasons that fall beyond the scope 
of my work and which are left for future research.

A second limitation was the length of the sessions. In some cases, 
sessions lasted up to two and a half hours. I have no hard evidence to 
assess how participants coped with the heat and the length all together, 
but I often saw, towards the end of the class, tired participants, some 
of whom were falling asleep. Due to a possible decline in participants’ 
concentration over time, the length of the classes might reduce the 
potential of the programme. For instance, participants’ tiredness might 
exacerbate confl ict and lack of understanding at later stages of the pro-
gramme, when they are more accustomed to talking together. It would 
be important, then, to address similar issues by ensuring a participative 
and engaging methodology and by fostering participants’ democratic 
and constructive dialogue throughout the entire programme.

Third, I observed a relative lack of in-class supervision for the facili-
tator. The facilitator represents a key feature of the programme: he or 
she can transform problem-posing generative dialogue into authori-
tative cultural imperialism. A Tostan supervisor coordinated facilitators 
operating in the same area. Although Kebe joined other facilitators in 
training events and supervision meetings, no supervisor ever oversaw 
his classes in Galle Toubaaco for the duration of my fi eldwork. There 
might have been reasons for this, of course. For example, the supervi-
sor might have preferred not to intervene in class dynamics in the fi rst 
months of the Tostan programme (possibly worried about undermining 
the facilitator’s role); Tostan might not have had the necessary economic 
resources; or the supervisor might have had other monitoring mecha-
nisms (e.g. self-assessment sessions or reports from the village chief). 
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However, the facilitator seems to play such a key role in the pedagogy 
that the occasional monitoring presence of the supervisor would prob-
ably help maximise the pedagogical potential of the programme.

CONCLUSION

This chapter has offered an understanding of the Tostan programme in 
Galle Toubaaco. Its different components played a role in motivating 
participation and the changes that will be analysed in the next chap-
ter. The overarching theme in the way the programme was delivered is 
Tostan’s indirect approach. Tostan negotiated access to the community 
by engaging local authorities in a discussion about the content and the 
modalities of participation of the programme, securing their prelimi-
nary agreement with the classes. Relations with the authorities were 
always constructive, even after the beginning of the classes.

In Tostan’s indirect approach, the role of the facilitator played a key 
role. The selection of a facilitator from outside the community contrib-
uted to fostering a humble attitude in the way the facilitator approached 
the community. At the same time, the facilitator was selected from peo-
ple of the same ethnic group, to guarantee that he could make sense of 
participants’ local concerns and understanding of the world and could 
work with them in the generation of the themes that mattered to them. 
His relationship with the community was indirect in that he refrained 
from leading the community in one direction or the other. Rather, he 
showed possible alternatives and ways to adapt those alternatives to 
the local reality. His relationship with the participants benefi ted from 
his determination to try, as far as possible, to resist that ‘power of domi-
nation’ that ‘oppressed’ participants tend to offer to educators. Although 
his struggle was not always successful, he managed to succeed often 
enough for participants to move from self-deprecation to recognition 
of reciprocal (and self-)dignity.

In this process, the curriculum played a key role by offering par-
ticipants an opportunity to visualise their collaborative potential and by 
inviting them to challenge their understanding of the social status quo 
through a vernacularisation of international human rights norms.

Finally, the use of participants’ native language also proved to be of 
the utmost importance in linking views of the world and the dialogue 
that allowed a new understanding of them.

Through the process described above, participants experienced new 
skills: they learnt how to cooperate and how to contribute to public 
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speaking. Through the four months of the programme, they challenged 
the way in which they (and others) understood their selves (and them-
selves) and contributed to initiating a change in the way other com-
munity members conceptualised their potential as human beings. The 
results of this process were observable in the way community members 
understood gender roles and relations after the programme. Data also 
suggest a shift in the participation in hidden and visible power dynamics 
and report the reconceptualisation of local human rights-inconsistent 
practices into new behaviours. The next chapter analyses this shift in 
detail.
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Chapter 6

THE ‘NOW-WOMEN’ AND OTHER CHANGES: 
A WIDER HORIZON OF POSSIBILITIES?

INTRODUCTION

This chapter explores the outcome of the HRE programme in Galle 
Toubaaco. Here, I look at what changes happened as a result of the 
programme: how did community members make sense of gender roles 
and relations, decision-making and other human rights-inconsistent 
social practices after the HRE sessions? Participants challenged invis-
ible power relations that relegated women to stereotyped roles and 
limited their access to visible and hidden power dynamics. In class, 
new possible roles were experienced that infl uenced women’s behav-
iour outside of the class. Community members saw a difference in how 
the women behaved and spoke in the community, and acknowledged 
that difference. Traditional invisible power relations were challenged by 
new roles for women. The result of this process impacted on women’s 
capacity to reify those different roles in the decision-making arena by 
exercising visible and hidden power.

The fi rst section analyses the visible changes in the village and how 
they acted as motivator for community members’ capacity to acknowl-
edge a change process in the village. After the programme, community 
members of Galle Toubaaco described their community as different. 
What is more, their community could be perceived as different: observ-
able changes included structural changes that could be easily observed 
by visiting outsiders (e.g. the presence of more latrines or the increased 
cleanliness) and changes in the everyday language used by community 
members, observable in community members’ everyday interactions. 
I argue that the concrete changes that affected community members 
after the programme contributed to raising awareness of a social change 
process.
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The second section argues that after the Tostan classes, women 
understood themselves differently and reported on a series of new 
actions they could carry out and new possibilities they had. I suggest 
that the relation between their identity and the interaction with the 
factual world around them contributed to their shifting understanding 
of themselves. I analyse how they made sense of that self and how a 
category emerged in all informants’ interviews when talking of women: 
that of the ‘now-women’. I analyse informants’ choice of words in their 
description of women and suggest that a shift in their understanding 
of women was instantiated into the now-women terminology they 
adopted.

The third section explores the concrete implications of new roles 
available to women in the decision-making practices of the community. 
In this section, I argue that after the programme women could challenge 
traditional norms of silence and discover themselves as talkers and deci-
sion-makers. Evidence also suggests an increased participation of young 
community members in decision-making processes, although differently 
according to gender.

The last section analyses two examples of how participants con-
cretised the human rights knowledge in negotiating different under-
standings of child-harming practices (child marriages and child 
labour). The section acknowledges the complexity and deep roots 
of the practices and suggests an interpretation of how the emerging 
human rights sensibility could contribute to a modifi cation or aban-
donment of the practices in the future.

GALLE TOUBAACO

  Observational data suggest two remarkable differences in Galle 
Toubaaco at the end of the programme. First, as immediately notice-
able by outsiders, the village had changed: the area was cleaner, 
latrines and showers had been built and mosquito nets were hung 
in the houses. Second, less visible to outsiders visiting the village 
but noticeable by insiders, people’s content and quantity of verbal 
interactions had changed. What is relevant about these differences 
is their degree of visibility and their indirect role in widening human 
development opportunities to community members. The visibility of 
these changes is key because it generated wider public awareness of 
the change process.   
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The fi rst visible change, cleanliness, stood out both to community 
members and to outsiders. Towards the end of the programme:

Mme Ndiaye [the interpreter] reached me [coming to Galle 
Toubaaco] to conduct the last set of interviews. She arrived with 
the driver Diouf at 6 p.m. [After greetings and salutations] we 
went for a walk escaping the smoke produced by the women’s 
cooking. Mme Ndiaye keeps looking around so I ask her if she is 
surprised by something. She says, ‘Ben is it you that cleaned the 
entire village?’ and laughs. I laugh and realise that it’s actually 
true that the village is much cleaner; I don’t know why I didn’t 
notice this before. [Diary, 25.05.2010] 

Korka, who had not been in the village for a while, immediately 
noticed a difference. Informants also reported this, updating me 
about what had happened during my absence. The ‘young’ Amadou, 
for instance, said:

What are the most interesting things that have happened in the village 
the last weeks I was not here?

  We had a huge party not too long ago where the whole village 
got together and cleaned up the school, the mosque and our neigh-
bourhood streets. We wanted our village to be clean and we said we 
need to do this together or nobody will do it.

Who had the idea of doing this?
The people who are taking the Tostan classes.
Has this ever happened before, cleaning public spaces together?
No this is the fi rst time this has happened. [S3I10ABY  ]

Samba Diallo also said:

I see some positive change already, now I see the women getting 
together to talk so there is more of a unity amongst the women 
and everything in our neighbourhoods gets cleaned and this only 
started after the classes began. [S2I15SD ]

Moudi, who did not participate in the classes, gave his opinion on the 
effect of the classes on the village by saying: ‘[the village benefi ted from 
the classes] because now our streets are clean, there is unity amongst 
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everyone, people talk to each other, help each other and share laughs 
with one another’ [S2I13MS ].

Members’ informal accounts, analysed in parallel with data com-
ing from class observation, allowed understanding of the dynamics of 
this change. They helped explain why community members did not get 
together earlier to clean the village. They also explained why the village 
‘became’ dirty in members’ eyes only at a certain point and why nobody 
ever problematised the issue, transforming concerns into actions. First, 
participants had discussed in class the right to health and a healthy 
environment. They had analysed the benefi ts of a clean environment 
and problematised the reality of their village through critical dialogue. 
The dirtiness of the public spaces emerged as a theme that mattered to 
participants: experiential problem-posing learning helped them trans-
late the abstract knowledge into its concrete local understanding that 
mattered for their lives. The village actually ‘became’ problematically 
dirty when someone said something like, ‘Actually, this village is very 
dirty, this is unhealthy,’ and everyone in the class agreed; Freire (1970) 
called this the process through which students problematise their local 
reality and understand the limit-situations in it.

To challenge the limit-situation, the class primed the importance 
of their reciprocal collaboration in ‘travelling’ (like the protagonists of 
the story presented in the fi rst session) towards the better village they 
had visualised at the beginning of the programme. Members’ potential 
as agents of change had already been explored in a previous session 
so they committed to cleaning public spaces together. Then, accord-
ing to informants, they summoned a village meeting and explained to 
other members their concern and the solution they had identifi ed. They 
discussed the practicalities together and agreed to meet to clean the 
village. Then, community members agreed to organise public cleaning 
days, where everyone available (whether man or woman) would col-
laborate in the cleaning. The public visibility of everyone cleaning is 
important for two reasons.

First, the event set a norm of expected and acceptable public behav-
iour. As seen earlier, social norms are beliefs about the beliefs of others 
(Bicchieri 2006). The decision taken in the meeting was not enforced 
by a law; it was enforced by expectations. On the one hand, all com-
munity members expected everyone else to contribute. On the other, 
however, everyone leaving the meeting thought that – after the meet-
ing – everyone else would expect him or her to be at the public cleaning 
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contributing to it. Elster (2007) argued that collective action is ‘hindered 
by an ‘unravelling problem’. The problem is that people are willing to 
contribute to communal good only if everyone else does so, but, on 
the other hand, collective action is effective only if everyone contrib-
utes. Seeing everyone actually contributing to the cleaning reinforced 
the norm, translating it into a living practice. More importantly, the 
fact that everyone could see everyone else contributing to the cleaning 
created a set of expectations.

Second, the public experience of a collective change signifi ed the 
importance of that change for the entire community. Not only were 
community members seeing a change in their community, they were 
also seeing others seeing the same change. The event was, in sum, public 
and as such generated talking about the change in the community. Mas, 
who did not participate in the classes, for instance, said:

I hear them [participants] talk about things they learnt in class 
and how things can change, they didn’t talk about this kind of 
stuff before, all this started after the Tostan classes came here. In 
particular, sanitation; people’s homes have become much cleaner 
and now people get together and sweep the streets. [S3I4MD   ]

This process, in turn, reinforced the norm of cooperation that was fi rst 
established in the class and possibly widened up the debate about the 
change in process in the village and its potential. This process was simi-
lar to when, before the beginning of the programme, the existence of 
the new hut for the classes (and the fact that participants could see each 
other looking at the class or could imagine them doing so) generated 
talking about the programme and fostered the emergence of hopes and 
expectations:

Things have changed a lot; [. . .] you can see that the village is 
much cleaner now. [S3I1DS   ]

Human rights are good because it’s about being clean. 
[S2I1DS]

I personally think [human rights] is good; [. . .] We learnt 
about [. . .] cleaning our streets. [S312PS] 

Among the men available in the village, only some were cleaning with 
the women. However, nobody could expect all men to be cleaning the 
streets together at this stage: cleaning pertained to women, as cooking 
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did. In the cognitive terms of Strauss and Quinn (1997), the new experi-
ence of some men helping in the cleaning up loosened members’ schema 
that upheld the existent norm of cleaning as a women’s task and started 
creating the possibility for change. Many more similar experiences would 
then be required for both men and women to conceptualise and accept 
cleaning as a ‘normal’ practice for both genders.

Interestingly, publicly restoring order (as these people did when they 
were cleaning up the village) has also been demonstrated to result in 
greater prosocial behaviour of the people who see order being restored. 
Keizer and colleagues (2013) tested the hypothesis with a series of 
experiments: the strongest driver of people’s prosocial behaviour was 
witnessing order being restored by research confederates (e.g. picking 
up fl yers or oranges from the street). That village members in Galle Tou-
baaco publicly cleaned up the village, then, was also important because 
it was strengthening norms of prosocial collaboration among all people 
in the village, including those who did not participate in the cleaning. 
A norm of cooperation was being established, and would became more 
and more solid because community members could see the benefi ts 
coming from that cooperation. Participating informants were the fi rst 
to link cooperation and concrete benefi ts. After the experience of those 
benefi ts (e.g. a cleaner, healthier village), non-participating informants 
would understand cooperation and respect as necessary preconditions 
for the development of their community. Samba Diallo, for instance, dis-
cussed the issue by saying:

There needs to be solidarity among the people, development starts 
with everyone working together for a common goal, respecting 
one another and helping one another. After seeing what working 
together made possible in the village we know this is true. For 
our village to become somewhat modern we need a health post, 
a school, fl our machine and especially a store. The closest store is 
ten kilometres away. It would be nice to have a store here where 
we can buy rice, sugar or oil, having just a store here would be a 
big step forward towards development. [S3I6SD  ]

The second observed change in the village was that community mem-
bers would summon the term human rights often in their verbal inter-
actions. Human rights did not simply become a topic of conversation; 
the phrase human rights to . . . was repeated as a mantra by people 
laughing, playing, singing and dancing:
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Tonight I was having dinner with the family of the village chief. 
AB looks at me, smiles and says, ‘Jojjande reenedi e kalambadi 
music [human right to be protected against any form of violence].’ 
I smiled and repeated it. Then he looked at the food, smiled again 
and said: ‘Jojjande Lacciri e Maro [human rights to cous cous and 
rice].’ I smiled. Then I summoned another fi ctitious human right 
[human right to the night] and then his wife and his son began. 
And so everyone again and again. We did this for at least half 
an hour! This event set my interest for seeing how much talk-
ing people do on human rights. I noticed that, now, participating 
members summon human rights in the most disparate moments: 
when cooking, cleaning, drinking tea; often when this happens 
they seem happy and sometimes celebrate with a laugh, a little 
dance or a song. [Diary, 20.05.2010] 

It does not matter whether participants were actually using the term 
human rights to debate about their local reality. What matters is much 
less complex: the term human rights replenished the day of every com-
munity member, participating or not, and in turn both elicited the 
talking about what human rights were and symbolised change to non-
participants.

Sidi Ba and Mas, both non-participating informants, commented on 
human rights:

Have you heard of human rights?
I did hear them talk about it but I don’t know what that is. 

They started talking about it after taking some of the Tostan 
classes. [S2I1SB  ]

Have you heard of human rights?
Yes, this year I started hearing it from the people who are taking 

the Tostan classes. [S3I4MD   ]

On the other hand, Fatou Diallo and Dembaye (who participated in the 
programme) said:

Omar’s mother changed; she used to be . . . when someone 
talked to her the slightest bit she would get very upset and usu-
ally would run off into the woods. Now if you talk to her in any 
one way or the other she won’t get mad, she will tell you that you 
violated the human rights rules and then she laughs. [S3I11FD  ]
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Human rights are good because [. . .] It’s about respect, it’s 
about helping each other and it’s because of human rights now 
we are talking about building schools and health posts. It’s also 
why [a long list of changes follows]. Everything we learnt in class 
about human rights we go home, talk to others and practise it. 
[S3I1DS   ] 

The clean village and the human rights mantra are similarly observ-
able changes; however, they differ in who can observe those changes. 
The fi rst (the cleanliness) was observed by visitors coming to the village 
from neighbouring communities; as such, community members could 
see themselves changed through the eyes of the outsiders. They could 
see change happening and could see others seeing change happening. 
The second (the mantra) offered an opportunity to non-participating 
members to investigate the content of those words and, very impor-
tantly, echoed across all households witnessing that new things were 
happening in the village, and possibly contributed to making real the 
possibility of other changes. The village changed in a way that could 
be observed by outsiders and insiders. The perception of change wid-
ened the space for other changes to happen and for the invisible power 
dynamics to begin to be challenged.

GENDER ROLES AND RELATIONS: INVISIBLE POWER

Gender roles and relations in Galle Toubaaco were shaped by unequal 
access to key resources, but access to resources is not likely to be an 
observable change soon. Gender distribution of labour in itself would 
not be a primary concern in human rights and human development 
terms anyway. In Galle Toubaaco, equal respect and dignity was the 
fi rst big step that emerged from informants’ narratives. Other extremely 
important liberating gender challenges could follow, those that Kevane 
(2004) properly emphasised: that is, challenging unequal inheritance, 
unequal rules of marriage formation and dissolution, rules against 
working outside the home without permission, rules about mobility 
and travel, and maternal health, for instance. Flexibility around gen-
der labour could not change quickly: labour distribution contributed to 
defi ning what being a man or woman meant in Galle Toubaaco. Iden-
tity was built on labour-related characteristics: women did not want 
men to do their work and vice versa. Also, community members had 
invested considerable capital in that distribution of labour. Tostan’s 
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indirect approach offered participants the opportunity to conceptualise 
new understandings of men’s and women’s capabilities and a dignity 
that they inscribed within familiar roles and relations.

The Now-Women

In the interviews conducted before the classes, informants were asked 
to describe how their village could become a better place in the future. 
Their des-criptions are rich with concrete changes that the village should 
go through to become a better place to live in: a health post, a shop, a 
school. In their narrative, there was not a single spontaneous mention 
of the need for a better collaboration or for different relations between 
men and women. Then, when I asked them to imagine how the rela-
tions between men and women could be different, still not many could. 
Some, for instance, did not understand the social status as unequal or 
unfair at all. Dembaye, in her fi rst interview, for instance, said:

We all want good things for our village, for our village to evolve 
for the better so it doesn’t matter if a woman or a man s  peaks for 
us [. . .] This [the men taking decisions for the women] is not a 
problem and it won’t change, this is the way we have done things 
for many years and it works for us. [S1I1DS   ]

Other informants were specifi cally asked if they foresaw the women con-
tributing to future decisions taken at home or in village meetings. The 
intention in asking this question was to explore informants’ capacity to 
visualise an alternative role for the women, one of talker, based on equal 
respect. Few responded by admitting the possibility of such a change. As 
seen earlier, Kardiata did so by falling into the unequal mechanism of the 
current social structure: ‘Change is very hard in our culture but we will 
try. We will ask the men to work hard and allow everyone to have a voice, 
allow men and women to work together and make decisions together’ 
[S1I7KS  ]. Others, rather (like Ami and Dembaye below), set their expec-
tations for change on the Tostan programme:

I think eventually as women get educated it will change and 
women will start speaking in meetings. [S1I6AS  ]

I think with the education they will be getting in this Tostan 
class [. . . it] will help a lot. [S1I5DS  ]
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As the classes proceeded, women and men had opportunities to discuss 
their own and others’ perspectives and came to include respect and dig-
nity within the attributes applicable to every human being:

Another skit: A man [the husband/father] wants his children to 
leave the school. The children show disagreement. The patriarch 
threatens them with the use of force. A woman [the wife] enters 
on the scene. She says she will fi nd someone else to work in the 
fi eld and help the family but children should stay at home and 
study. There is a long discussion at the end of which the children 
don’t go to work. [Diary, 08.05.2010] 

The class offered participants an opportunity to practise new gender 
roles, based on equal respect and dignity, in front of others. In class, 
people discussed their equal rights and the implications of them for 
their daily life: ‘[The most interesting thing] I learnt [is] that women and 
men have the same right to work’ [S3I10ABY  ]. 

At the end of the programme, informants linked equality and collab-
oration to their chances of transforming the village into a better place 
as part of a cause–effect relationship. Dembaye (participant) and Mas 
(non-participant) respectively said:

To me everyone should be equal and we should not discrimi-
nate between genders. Because a man and a woman live in a 
house. If you want to help the village, you should do something 
that will benefi t everyone, it would not be right to do some-
thing for the women and leave out the men. We live as a com-
munity and share everything and our village is better off if we 
treat each other as equals and don’t discriminate against one 
another. [S3I1DS   ]

What Tostan has brought between men and women here is for 
them to respect each other, work together and help each other. 
Two is always better than one. We should involve everyone in the 
work we are doing: men, women and children. [S3I4MD   ]

Since they had experienced the concrete advantage of collaboration 
(e.g. in cleaning the village, building the latrines or setting up a micro-
credit project), at the end of the programme their idea of equality 
and respect was not only based on their common human nature, 
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but on their equal contribution to the well-being of the village and 
the family:

You told me a man and a woman should be considered equal; can you 
tell me why?

They are equal because in the village they both strive to provide 
for the family. The men work all day to support the family and the 
women work hard daily to take care and support the family.

I am not from this village, should you and I be considered equal?
Yes, because we both play a part in taking care of our families. 

[S3I2PS  ]

Summing up what I said earlier, participants’ understanding of equality 
shifted in the programme and was closely linked with their idea of col-
laboration. First, the imagination of a better village and the importance 
of collaboration to achieve it was primed in the class. Then, participants 
discovered equality as the recognition of mutual respect and dignity. 
However, still, equality was an abstract concept. Then, equality became 
understood as part of the social technology necessary to respond better 
to the daily challenges that life in Galle Toubaaco presented: ‘We are all 
human and it doesn’t matter if someone is a male or female. Anything 
a man can do a woman can do too’ [S3I10ABY  ].

After the programme, informants could look at themselves and see 
a shift in what they were doing and what they could do; that is, in their 
possible freedoms and capabilities before and after the classes. In their 
narrative a new understanding of self emerged. While in the fi rst set of 
interviews informants spoke about ‘women’, in the last set of interviews 
the term now-women emerged in their description of them, compared 
with before-women. Rather than being a category adopted for data anal-
ysis, the term is a semantic idiom that all informants used in the last set 
of interviews. Informants listed all the different capabilities and free-
doms that the widening fi eld of possibilities of the now-women began 
to include. Aisata, for instance, said:

It made me proud to learn that everyone had equal rights and it 
doesn’t matter if you are a woman or a man. Before women were 
not considered much, they were just supposed to get married, 
raise kids and take care of the home. Now we know women can 
do pretty much anything a man can do. [. . .] It doesn’t matter 
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that you are a white man and I am a black woman, I can do any-
thing you can do, the difference is in the access to education. If 
we both get the same education we will have equal opportunities 
at being whatever we want to be. [S3I3AIB  ]

What stands out from the passage quoted above is the change in 
Aisata’s understanding of herself. She knew the way women were 
being looked at changed from before to now. Also, when she con-
tinued, ‘It doesn’t matter that you are a white man and I am a black 
woman,’ she made clear that she believed herself to be part of the 
logic group of the now-women that knew to deserve equal respect. 
She developed the necessary self-awareness to see herself and the 
other women as changed and to compare them with the before-
women. New relationships came to exist linking the world and now-
women, relationships of actions and possibilities. Self-awareness 
is important in understanding the self as protagonist of change. In 
Nussbaum’s and Sen’s (Nussbaum 2000, 2011; Sen 1995) analyses of 
women who were the subject of human development programmes, 
what stood out to them was the fact that women saw themselves as 
capable of choosing different paths of action in their life (e.g. women 
who unveiled themselves and then went back to the veiling prac-
tice while fi ghting for women’s right to drop it: Nussbaum 2000). 
Actions and identity are closely linked in that the former contribute 
to constructing the second. The way in which Aisata responded to the 
interview showed a strong sense of self as dignifi ed equal: she looked 
at me in the eyes, sat at the same level with me and underlined our 
equality in the words she chose to answer my questions.

Informants’ understanding of self, based on their concrete freedoms 
and capabilities, signifi es a change in what they thought should be 
included in their toolkit of acceptable social actions. The widening fi eld 
of capabilities challenged women’s place in the community; women’s 
identity grounded in their actions challenged behavioural norms reg-
ulating women’s roles in the community; self-awareness challenged 
invisible power dynamics. The now-women narrative was more than 
a semantic refl ection on their fi eld of possibilities. It channelled the 
existence of a new understanding of self built on new freedoms and 
capabilities: from having understood themselves as women, they saw 
themselves as now-women. Female informants talked of themselves 
as having been before-women and having become now-women. 
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Now-women could access a new set of actions. Also, now-women 
were equal bearers of rights that could access an exciting new set of 
capabilities and freedoms: they could go to school, look for a job and 
access health services. Now-women knew that they deserved respect 
and non-discrimination. The category emerged in almost every female 
informant’s narrative as if it had some liberating potential; Penda, 
Aisata, Dembaye, Hawa, and both the ‘old’ and ‘young’ Fatou:

Now women are a lot more together, they go together to baptisms, 
weddings, they take their kids to the hospital, if they are pregnant 
they go for regular check-ups and they also clean up the streets 
together. [S3I2PS  ]

Now women can go to school and get an education and we 
can work just like men do. [S3I3AIB  ]

Human rights are good because [. . .] now women are able to 
go to school and get an education. [S3I1DS   ]

There is much more cohesion between women now, they get 
along, they don’t fi ght or argue and they do lots of things with 
one another. [S3I9HB  ]

Now women know their rights and have a lot more infl uence 
in the decision-making of the family. [S3I11FD  ]

Why do you say the women are smarter than the men in the village?
The men may have been a little smarter before, but with the 

Tostan classes now women have gotten smart too. Now women 
are much smarter and work together better and there is much 
more solidarity between them. [S3I8FDY  ] 

All male informants could also appreciate now-women’s actions, although 
their perception was much more related to what men could observe about 
now-women in the public moments of community life, that is, village 
meetings or village cleanings:

Before, many women were too shy to speak in public. Now women 
have gained confi dence with Tostan classes and they are able to 
speak their minds and that made me very happy [. . .] Now women 
have formed an association and they clean the streets together and 
they put money together to invest. [S3I5DS  ]

Before women were shy and afraid to come to meetings 
but now women attend meetings and are not afraid to speak. 
[S3I6SD  ]
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Before women, when there was a meeting, would not attend 
but now women in my village come to meetings. [S3I13AB  ] 

Now women see themselves very differently. Now they know 
that their job is not to just stay home and do housework, they 
can go out and work just like the men do, they need to share the 
household expenses with their husband. [S3I7OB  ]

Now women know how to behave and speak in public, they 
get along with each other and do many things together. [. . .] 
Now women have gained confi dence and have realised they have 
a right to speak in these meetings and it’s in all our interest for 
men and women to speak. [S3I10ABY  ]

Yes, now anyone who wants to say something in the meet-
ings can do so, it doesn’t matter if you are a man or a woman. 
Before women were afraid to speak in public but now with the 
Tostan classes it has changed: now women talk in meetings. 
[S3I4MD   ]

Expressions of feelings like Djombo’s happiness, or like men’s gen-
eral enthusiastic celebration or acceptance of now-women’s role, are 
in line with the outcomes of a liberating process through problem-
posing education. Women’s ‘liberation’ should not necessarily result in 
the generation of male resistance. In understanding together the rela-
tions of oppression, participants collaborate for the liberation of both 
subjugated and subjugators. It matters little whether that oppression is 
conscious or not. As Freire (1970) analysed, however, there is a risk that 
men and women in Galle Toubaaco faced in the process of their libera-
tion. When oppression emerges from the oppressed people’s mouths to 
the oppressors’ ears, it results in oppressors’ oppression and this might 
result in tension and might give rise to confl ict. The problem-posing 
HRE, however, channelled that tension into a positive collaboration for 
the liberation of both. Interestingly, a now-men category also emerged 
in informants’ narrative. Although much less present in the interviews 
than the now-women category, it nonetheless evidenced the collabo-
ration between now-women and now-men in their mutual liberation. 
Omar and Penda, in particular, said:

Now men let the women go and take the Tostan classes, they give 
them freedom to do work outside of the home. Before men would 
not let women get out of the house but now women are free to 
get out when they choose [S3I7OB  ].
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Now men respect the women a lot more, they take care of their 
women and don’t demand so much from them like they used to. 
They realise all the work women do. [S3I2PS  ]

Now-women gained a capability that before-women did not have: 
speaking. Before-women recall Belenky et al.’s (1986) silent women. In 
their research, silent women also attained liberation by understanding 
their silenced-self in discovering their personal authority within educa-
tional processes; problem-posing educational processes, in particular, 
were able to generate women’s talking, eliciting their speaking capa-
bility. In Freire’s (1970) libertarian education terms, the now-women 
came to feel like masters of themselves and their thoughts because 
they succeed in discussing their views of the world. Nussbaum (2000) 
analysed a very similar case; in an Indian village that lacked a reliable 
clean water supply and whose women were malnourished, the women 
showed no feelings of anger or protest about the situation: since they 
knew no other way. Following a consciousness-raising programme, 
they could see themselves as changed: ‘asked what was the biggest 
change the government programme had brought to their lives, they 
immediately said, as if in chorus, ‘We are cleaner now’ (Nussbaum 2000: 
114). The government programme analysed by Nussbaum challenged 
entrenched satisfaction by allowing participants to widen their idea of 
good human functioning. Nussbaum explains this shift in those wom-
en’s understanding of their potential by implicitly pointing in the direc-
tion of Gaventa’s (2006) invisible power dynamics: Nussbaum’s Indian 
women were unable to critically recognise the ways in which the back-
ground conditions distorted their wishes and choices. In the same way, 
the women in Galle Toubaaco could not recognise the invisible power 
dynamics that shaped their adaptive preferences, by subjugating their 
capacity to aspire to a mere reproduction of their conditions. Through 
the programme, women learnt to challenge the role they had before, 
to challenge what they could accept and what actions were available 
to them.

In acquiring new freedoms and capabilities, now-women did not 
take over the roles and responsibilities of men. Daily roles and duties 
remained unchanged; through the HRE programme, participants did 
not necessarily change their opinion on what women and men did in 
their daily routine. Daily jobs and tasks were based on a functional dis-
tribution of duties that responded to daily challenges and might as well 
persist. Also, people invested a great amount of human capital in the 
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gendered division of labour, and it would be naïve (as said earlier) to 
imagine the women going to the market to sell the cows and the men 
staying at home pounding the millet. However, now-women expe-
rienced a different awareness of those tasks, what Nussbaum (2000) 
referred to as people’s capacity to choose freely their actions following 
an informed-desire and Sen (1995) called the process through which 
people challenge lifelong habituations that shaped what they consider 
normal. Structural impediments might, for instance, be an obstacle to a 
renegotiation of gender roles. Personal choice is also important: identity 
was deeply woven into daily tasks; women would not easily give up 
their tasks to men and vice versa. So, after the three months of the HRE 
programme, women might still be the ones who ‘take care of the family, 
wipe the house, fetch the water, cook’ [S3I3AIB  ] and men those who 
‘respect and take care of the parents, work hard, build a house, start a 
family and take care of the family’ [S3I6SD  ]. However, men’s and wom-
en’s understanding of now-women’s capabilities and rights changed; 
that is, the awareness of their potential increased, to include more free-
doms and awareness of self as a dignifi ed member of the community:

Men are the ones who go out and work, the women don’t have 
the means to go out and work but now we do know our rights. 
[S3I11FD  ]

I would not [agree with someone telling me that men and 
women have different rights] because there are some things that 
my husband may like but I would not like and there are things I 
like my husband doesn’t like, so everyone has a right and should 
be able to choose what they want. The Tostan classes taught me 
this. [S3I3AIB  ]

In substance, gender roles probably did not change (yet, at least) in 
terms of what men and women did to help their families and com-
munity, and it would be naïve to expect them to do so. This, however, 
does not represent an issue in human development terms: Nussbaum’s 
(2000) women chose to return from non-veiling to veiling while at the 
same time campaigning for women’s freedom to give up the practice. 
She was not concerned about their decision, as long as it was fully free 
and informed. Thus, what is relevant in Galle Toubaaco is that a new 
way of interpreting gender relations widened up the possible ways in 
which those roles could be interpreted, including new capabilities and 
freedoms, as in the example provided by Fatou above.
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At the individual level, the schemata regulating members’ under-
standing of gender roles and responsibilit  ies were being stretched by 
experience. Seeing women behaving differently compared with before 
the programme and not being humiliated publicly for doing so cre-
ated new clues for integrating those behaviours within what is socially 
accepted as normal. Strauss and Quinn (1997) argued that in similar 
cases, two things can happen at the cognitive level. First, people may 
adjust the schema, revising their understanding of the world, following 
the new experience they are having; however, this rarely happens after 
a short schema-inconsistent experience. Second, and more frequently, 
the schema lies dormant and can be awakened later, when people 
observe the same instances of cross-gender behaviours and maybe 
remind themselves of having observed similar behaviours before. In 
Galle Toubaaco, gender roles were physically instantiated; they could 
be changed in a short time. However, the different experience of the 
reality challenged the way members made sense of that reality. After 
the programme, informants could include in their horizon of possibili-
ties the idea that women and men stood on an egalitarian basis and 
enjoyed the same rights.

In Freirian terms, what was a set of behaviours ‘written in stone’ 
(as Freire 1970 calls them) broke up and generated the ability to see 
the oppressed people’s potential. Informants experienced increasingly 
that liberating potential throughout the programme. They began in 
the fi rst class to see what they could achieve in their village and then 
discovered more concretely what freedoms and capabilities they could 
attain as human beings in their community. The potential Freire wrote 
about is very similar to Appadurai’s (Appadurai 2004) capacity to aspire. 
Community members’ capacity to aspire was generated by challeng-
ing invisible power relations that hindered the development of certain 
capabilities. Having unveiled those invisible power dynamics in class, 
participants could challenge them in the village, impacting on women’s 
access to overt decision-making and covert agenda-setting.

POLITICAL STRUCTURE AND DECISION-MAKING: 
VISIBLE AND HIDDEN POWER

Gender Factors in Decision-Making

Before the programme, women’s participation in decision-making was 
limited. Invisible power dynamics shaped the norm of female silence:
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Men tend to make most of the decisions because women are too 
shy and don’t speak up and sometimes they are afraid to speak 
because they are women; [. . .] I don’t recall any meeting where 
a man said something and a woman changed or contested the 
decision. [S1I5DS  ]

Then, the Tostan programme began. Certain key components of the 
HRE programme (in terms of content and pedagogy) elicited women’s 
speaking in class. The human rights curriculum allowed participants 
to draft a local understanding of their right to speak based on their 
equality and their need to collaborate with others for achieving a bet-
ter community. Women exercised that right to speak in class, fi rst. Also, 
in class, they experienced their right and their capacity to contribute 
to decision-making, their potential as talkers and decision-makers. As 
Penda, interviewed half-way through the programme, said:

Before women didn’t get together because of all of their work 
but with the class, we see each other every day and we talk to 
each other and have more confi dence. So when there is a meet-
ing and we are all there, we are not afraid to speak, because 
[in class] we have learnt how to speak and how to be listened 
to. [S2I4PS  ]

Every time, for instance, participants had to elect representatives, take 
decisions concerning the progress of the classes or organise a skit, 
women could experience that new role for themselves. Then, they took 
their learning back home, and exercised the newly acquired public 
speaking skill at home by teaching others. They were now-women: 
teachers and talkers. It is possibly then that they began to challenge 
old power relations in the household: ‘before [women] had to get per-
mission from their husband to go to meetings but now they are free to 
go’ [S3I13AB  ].

Finally, they exercised the new public speaking skills and their right 
to speak in village meetings:

Before the women wouldn’t say anything [in the meetings] but 
since the Tostan classes started they have been getting involved 
more and more. I think they are learning a lot from the classes 
and are gaining more confi dence in themselves and they feel like 
they know more. [S2I15SD ]
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The women talk much more [in village meetings] than before, 
for example now when I have something to say in meetings I get 
up and say what I have to say where before I could not do that. 
[S3I3AIB  ]

In the meetings, they would see other community members listening to 
them; they would see themselves seen by others as changed, as now-
women. On the other hand, community members would appreciate 
the capabilities that now-women developed; in the words of a male 
participant:

In our last interview you said – let me read it out loud – ‘women and 
men have different roles and a woman’s role doesn’t include making 
decisions’. Do you think this is still the case?

No. Now women have gained a lot more infl uence in the 
decision-making within the family and the men understand 
it’s important for the women to speak out loud and to work too 
because they can work just like the men can. [S3I7OB  ]

The quote above draws on a shift in the social norm regulating roles of 
talkers and listeners. In using the generic plural ‘men’, Omar made clear 
he believed a shift in a general belief had happened: ‘men understand 
it’s important for the women to speak out loud’. While before-women 
traditionally played a peripheral role in the decision-making process, 
now-women became active participants in village meetings. Male par-
ticipating and non-participating informants described now-women’s 
participation in the meeting a  s follows:

[In the meetings now] everyone speaks, women used to be too 
shy [. . .] but now that’s not the case. Our meetings before went 
well but with the Tostan classes now meetings are great, they are 
much more lively; everybody seems to speak a lot more, express 
themselves better, especially the women. Everyone is much more 
friendly and people respect each other. [S3I13AB  ]

It must be because of the Tostan classes that people are more 
open, they express themselves much better than they used to. 
For example when there was a meeting before the Tostan classes 
people couldn’t express themselves well and most women would 
not go to meetings and those who went to the meetings wouldn’t 
say anything. But now when there is a meeting most of the men 
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and women of the village attend and everyone speaks at the 
meetings, especially the women. The women have gained much 
more confi dence; they are not as shy or afraid to speak in front of 
people any more. Everyone knows they have a right to speak and 
they do now. [S3I6SD  ]

If there is a meeting here do you think the women or the men would 
speak more?

At fi rst the men spoke more and the women were shy but now 
the women talk just as much as the men, they are not shy any 
more. [S2I10AIB ] 

‘Being shy’ was how community members understood women; that is, 
their essence: the category that invisible power dynamics assigned to 
all women by shaping social norms of silence and subjugation. Their 
actions (e.g. active talking, suggestions or complaints) in community 
meetings challenged that essence with the historical power of their 
existence. The traditional cognitive schema that relegated women to a 
silent/reproductive role was challenged by the capabilities gained by 
now-women. New experiential clues were offered to community mem-
bers that revealed the inconsistency of their belief: shy-women versus 
talking-women. The inconsistency required a rationalisation of the pro-
cess: schemata written in stone are activated automatically and contrib-
ute to shaping people’s essence; their experiential inconsistency instead 
requires a rational reconceptualisation of what experience is showing 
(Strauss and Quinn 1997).

Men in the village were possibly used to seeing one or two women 
speaking: the oldest ones. As Meillassoux (1991) argued, since older 
women have lost their fertility potential, they can be treated differently 
by members of the community, often in a way similar to the way male 
members are treated. It was the experience of seeing many women, old 
and young, contributing to the meeting, though, that challenged the 
way men understood women’s roles in decision-making. Amadou and 
Abdoulaye recognised women’s new capabilities by saying:

They [women] have changed a lot, they didn’t know much, and 
they didn’t know how to speak in public or how to behave in 
public. They were not clean as they are now, now they know how 
to behave and speak in public, they get along with each other and 
do many things together. [S3I10ABY  ]

What can you tell me about village meetings, are they run as usual?
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No, it has changed a lot, before the women that attended the 
meetings would sit there and say nothing the whole time. Now 
they have gained confi dence and have realised they have a right 
to speak in these meetings and it’s in all our interest for men and 
women to speak [. . .] they [women] say very interesting things. 
[S3I13AB   ]

I did not fi nd, in either the interviews or my observation, any resistance 
to now-women’s role in the village. Possible explanations for the lack of 
resistance observed have been offered earlier in the book and are recalled 
by the quotes above. Abdoulaye’s understanding of women changed to 
include their public speaking within the social skills they possessed. 
Tostan’s indirect approach focused participants’ efforts towards a better 
community for everyone, as described by participants themselves. Freire 
(1970) argued that when the oppressed seek liberation from oppres-
sion, the process can lead to confl ict with the oppressors, unless (as in 
Galle Toubaaco’s HRE classes) it is guided by mutual understanding 
and compassion. In the classes observed, and according to informants’ 
narrative, the public unveiling of an unequal social status quo did not 
generate revolutionary or counter-normative violent actions. The reason 
seems to be that the traditional value of collaboration, primed by the 
goal of a better village for everyone, positively infl uenced the process 
of acceptance for now-women’s social roles. In the quote cited above, 
Abdoulaye said that ‘women say very interesting things’. Later, he and 
other men observed that they were satisfi ed that now-women, thanks 
to the knowledge received, were able to access and manage funds for 
a microfi nance project. Now-women gained skills and attitudes that 
infl uenced the entire village for the better. Resistance would possibly be 
understood as counter-productive for the self, the family and the village 
as a whole. A more equally shared access to visible power processes, 
that is, women’s capacity to speak in the village assemblies, resulted in 
greater benefi ts for both men and women. Women’s access to visible 
power increased. Observational data show that their access to hidden 
power also increased:

Today I fell asleep due to the excessive heat and woke up at 8 p.m. 
I left my hut and I saw in the village chief’s court a village meet-
ing. I asked my interpreter what the meeting was about. She told 
me it was the women who summoned the meeting. They asked 
the village chief to summon a meeting to talk about the way in 
which the families contribute to the microfi nance project. I asked 
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her to investigate if this is a common practice [there would be 
no time to investigate this in more interviews]. She did so after 
the meeting. She came back after about an hour. My interpreter 
said: ‘there is a lot of discussion among the women. They are very 
excited because it is the fi rst time they have summoned a meet-
ing.’ [Diary, 26.06.2010] 

Power dynamics do not usually shift overnight, especially when they are 
embodied in traditional roles that contribute to defi ning members’ iden-
tity. Nobody would think that now-women would take over the male 
elders in infl uencing village decisions. Possibly, such processes would 
be neither benefi cial nor positive for the human development of Galle 
Toubaaco from what it was in 2010. However, now-women talked in 
meetings and summoned them; now-women were no longer afraid to 
speak in front of men. They could contribute with their ideas and con-
cerns to the envisioning of a better community and deciding how to 
realise that ideal. Galle Toubaaco, at the end of the HRE programme, 
was in the middle of a shift in the norms regulating gender access to vis-
ible and hidden power. Diffusion from the class to the village could take 
time: to challenge traditional cognitive beliefs, what is exceptional must 
fi rst become understood as normal at the individual level and then at the 
community level (Kahneman 2011; Mackie and LeJeune 2009; Strauss 
and Quinn 1997). The different access that different members had to 
similar new experiences explains the progressivity of the change. The 
‘young’ Fatou Diallo, a young wife who was not allowed by her husband 
to participate in the class and had no contact with other participating 
women, for instance, said:

Why is it that the men are the ones responsible for the women and not 
the other way around?

The men are responsible for the women and for making deci-
sions but the women also have a say in the decision-making. [. . .] 
For me if my husband tells me to stop doing something I will 
stop but at the same time I do make decisions at home too. If I 
make a decision I make sure my husband will accept it, because 
he brought me here so I have to respect him as my husband. 
[S3I8FDY  ]

Compared with other informants, the ‘young’ Fatou was a divergent 
case in terms of the amount of talking she did with participating mem-
bers. ‘Young’ Fatoumata was only used to speaking with the wife of 
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the village chief and (according to both) not much about the classes. 
Rather, they used to talk about ‘our kids, cooking, and fetch wood 
together and we go and get water together’ [S3I8FDY  ]. However, also 
in this divergent case, the experience of dialoguing with other human 
beings beyond functional unidirectional authoritarian communication 
(take the water, feed the babies, sweep the fl oor) led the ‘young’ Fatou 
to a reconceptualisation of self:

The questions you ask us help us think and teach us a lot about 
life. For example, me, I was afraid of talking in front of people but 
now because of these interviews I have become more comfort-
able at answering questions in front of people. [S3I8FDY  ]

Furthermore, she could also see women’s new potential and be surprised 
by that, possibly modelling her capabilities on theirs: ‘I am surprised 
because I didn’t know the women in our village could talk like that in 
front of everyone’ [S3I6FDY].

There is no cognitive impairment or self-deprecation that keeps the 
‘young’ Fatou from developing a sense of self as a talker: the interviews 
worked with her as the class did with others, although in a minor and 
shallower way. What was lacking in ‘young’ Fatou’s experience was the 
constant contact with the emerging new social reality. It seems reasonable 
to think that community members who did not get exposed to those new 
experiential clues would eventually, in one way or another, experience 
the changing norms in the village. Possibly, their new experiences would 
follow the path of organised diffusion described earlier. I did not have a 
chance to study what happened in the village after the programme, but I 
did go back to Galle Toubaaco six years after; I mention what I observed 
then in the concluding chapter.

Age Factors in Decision-Making

As seen earlier, a traditional norm of respecting elders’ authority exists 
in Senegal, although research showed that in urban areas this norm 
was being challenged in 2009 by young Senegalese seeking indepen-
dence (Perry 2009). As analysed before, age in Galle Toubaaco was an 
important factor infl uencing how community members understood 
their and other members’ access to visible and hidden power dynam-
ics. From childhood, young people would learn to respect the elders’ 
authority (particularly that of male elders) both in the household and 
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in public. Tostan acknowledged traditional hierarchical relations over 
age and implemented two classes: one for community members below 
the age of 25 and one for community members over that threshold. 
Data show a general increase in young members’ active participation in 
decision-making in village meetings. Amadou Ba Mbaring said:

Are people participating more or less compared with last year in the 
meetings?

Now everyone talks, before the young people didn’t speak out 
in meetings but now they are free to speak and are part of the 
decision-making process. [S2I12ABM ]

However, young members’ participation was different for young men 
than for young women. In particular, young men seemed less active 
than young women (contrary to what one would expect, given the 
patriarchal structure of the community):

Today one of the last meetings I will be able to observe showed a 
lively discussion among community members. However, I noted 
that, while young women would intervene individually and pas-
sionately, young boys are together aside, they are talking between 
themselves. I even had the feeling they were conspiring. [Diary, 
25.06.2010] 

Boys would grow up mostly segregated by age and would be keen to 
respect male elders’ authority. Data show that while young women 
became more active and critical of the status quo, young boys showed 
more respect and conformism with it. Chodorow (1999) suggested that 
similar patterns can happen in patriarchal societies because young 
males know that it is in their interest to comply with the status quo since 
they will be the ones benefi ting from it as adults. Chodorow argued that 
human communities where children grow up in gender-segregated 
groups tend to overemphasise male and female identity with what is 
perceived as masculine or feminine, respectively. In particular, power 
relations reproduce themselves because boys deny their own feminine 
characteristics and identify power with men, while girls are left with the 
feminine attributes they ‘need’ to use to secure an economic future for 
themselves by fi nding a husband.

Freire’s (1970, 2001) analysis of banking education also contributes 
to making sense of the reasons for a tendency towards young males’ 
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conformist or young females’ anti-conformist behaviours observed in 
Galle Toubaaco. Banking education practices that replicate power struc-
tures and subjugate the oppressed into cycles of oppression do not only 
reproduce the status quo. They also protect the authorities, the bankers. 
In the training process to which the bankers expose the heirs, the heirs 
understand themselves as inheritors and, seduced by the forthcom-
ing power, comply with the power dynamics that the banking process 
reproduces and reinforces. Also, the young female members of Galle 
Toubaaco were more used to questioning the female elders’ authority 
because of the exogenous marriage patterns explored earlier. In Galle 
Toubaaco, the feeling I had of the young men conspiring during the 
meeting was later confi rmed by some rumours: ‘Last day in the village 
[. . .] My interpreter came and told me she heard that some young boys 
are planning a coup because they are not happy with the leading skills 
of the village chief’ [Diary, 02.07.2010].

No coup (and no coup attempt) happened in Galle Toubaaco. I 
visited the village again in 2016, and Abdoulaye was still the village 
chief. However, it is signifi cant that more young women thought of 
overtly collaborating with the rest of the community by talking with 
community members of different ages and gender, while some young 
men found it more natural to unite their strengths as a homogenous 
group based on age. The difference between young men’s and women’s 
participation was a tendency, not a standard. On other occasions, for 
instance, young male and female members collaborated in decision-
making with the elders, helping the community. The ‘young’ Amadou 
Ba, for instance, said:

Many decisions that are made in meetings now are made by men 
and women in my age range [19–25]. [For instance:] The day we 
had the meeting to elect the person to become treasurer of our 
school club, Djombo said we should appoint Fatou Diallo and we 
all agreed. Everyone trusted Fatou so the elders all agreed with 
our decision and Fatou was appointed. [S3I10ABY  ]

Young members’ participation was also seen and acknowledged by 
other community members, as for instance, Fatou did in the last set of 
interviews:

What’s the fi rst thing that comes to your mind when you think about 
the Tostan classes?
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I used to think that it was the elders of the village who would 
help develop the village but now that I am taking the Tostan 
classes I realise it’s the young people who have to work hard and 
develop our village. I think about that all the time now. [S3I11FD  ]

Following the dynamics explored earlier, young community members 
vernacularised an abstract knowledge (e.g. on equality or collabora-
tion) through problem-posing education by making sense of their local 
reality through the emerging themes that mattered for them. One of 
these themes included their participation in the life of the village. They 
learnt about their right to speak and gained public speaking skills in 
class, where the facilitator built the premises for their equal and demo-
cratic participation. Before the problem-posing process, respect for the 
elders’ authority was framed in a norm of silence and acceptance. Data 
show that that same social norm was reconceptualised in respecting 
the elders and contributing to communal decisions. The empowerment 
process that liberated community members from unequal norms hin-
dering participation in visible power dynamics involved the community 
as a whole. The process of renegotiation of local norms included all 
participants and resulted in wider access to decision-making.

Data show that, following the HRE programme, participation in 
decision-making became wider and included segments of the commu-
nity previously excluded by, or self-excluding because of, those social 
norms that protected the power status quo. Due to the instructional 
strategies put into place, the HRE programme fostered participants’ 
capacity to speak in public and gave them an opportunity to experience 
contributing to decision-making.

Regarding the content, informants often referred to equality as the 
most interesting thing learnt in class: they widely recognised the ses-
sion on non-discrimination as one of the most surprising. Discussing 
equality, participants came to understand gender, age, race and reli-
gion as unacceptable reasons for discrimination. On equality, partici-
pants grounded a universally shared condition of rights bearers, and 
in particular acknowledged theirs and others’ right to participate in 
decision-making. In the words of the informants, equality took many 
names: human rights, non-discrimination or, as discussed by this 
female informant, democracy:

What is the most important thing you will take from the Tostan classes?
Democracy is important.
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What does that mean to you?
It means equality, being able to vote for who you want. It has 

taught me a lot and allowed me to think about what I was doing. 
[. . .] Everyone should be treated equally, it doesn’t matter if you 
are a woman or a man, everyone has a right. [. . .] we have learnt 
this from the class. It’s best to respect the people you live with, 
treat everyone equally, treat even the little kids with respect and 
not discriminate because of age or gender. [S3I3AIB  ]

OTHER HUMAN RIGHTS-INCONSISTENT SOCIAL PRACTICES

Child and Forced Marriages

In the fi rst set of interviews (conducted before the classes), informants 
reported on the abandonment of the practice of forced marriages. 
However, the analysis of those interviews showed that the invisible 
power dynamics in place would be a signifi cant structural obstacle for 
those young girls in Galle Toubaaco who wanted to refuse to marry 
the person chosen by their parents. I hypothesised that the pressures 
of modernisation might have brought the community to act towards 
the abandonment of forced marriages uncritically: transforming ‘forc-
ing’ into ‘asking’, without conceptualising parents’ infl uence over the 
decisions of their children as a form of forced choice. Informants did 
not see the practice of child marriage as problematic, and the Marxist 
analysis provided earlier helped make sense of the reasons behind its 
social function: forced marriages guaranteed gyneco-mobility and child 
marriages maximised girls’ fertility, that is, their reproductive function-
ing. Besides, research on the reasons behind CFM helped me under-
stand that child marriages were practised in children’s interest. Parents 
married their girls sooner because they cared about them, not because 
they wanted the worst for them.

The HRE class built on parents’ love for their children and discussed 
the inconsistency of the practice (and its implications for children) with 
the value of family love. First, in class, participants started looking at 
their children developmentally, as capable of taking on new roles and 
responsibilities. Take, for instance, what Samba said: ‘[In the class] I 
learnt it’s better to let girls grow up and be able to make their own deci-
sions’ [S3I6SD  ]. This discovery opened up the space for participants to 
explore alternative ways for girls to be women, possibly different from 
the traditional roles of wife-only or mother-only. Then, participants 
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explored new possibilities for the life of girls, for instance one where 
they were protagonists of their lives and the choices connected to it, 
such as those to do with marriage. The class grounded those new possi-
bilities (e.g. studying, becoming a nurse or getting a job) on the emerg-
ing understanding of all community members deserving equal respect 
and dignity. Then, from that perspective on equality, they looked at the 
practice of CFM:

[In class] I learnt about human rights [. . .]. If you have a son and 
a daughter it’s not right to put your son into school and not put 
your daughter in school to marry her. [S2I10AIB ]

We learnt about taking care of our health, cleaning our streets, 
the right to an education, and a girl being able to choose who 
they get married too. [. . .] I agree that it’s not right to make kids 
do things they don’t want to do and marry them when they are 
young. [S3I2PS  ]

Participants discussed the consequences of CFM; amongst these: early 
pregnancies, denied education and denied freedom. The conceptualisa-
tion of those consequences produced an inconsistency between their 
values and their actions. Recent research on value–action incoherence 
shows that when people refl ect on the incoherence between their abstract 
values and their concrete actions, they tend to temporarily reorient their 
actions so that they become coherent with the abstract value. Prolonged 
reasoning or exposure to the inconsistency would result in a more per-
manent behavioural change (Bardi and Goodwin 2011; Torelli and Kaikati 
2009). Participants explored in class the inconsistencies between a tradi-
tional, local value (loving children) and the consequences of their actions 
(harming children). In the interviews conducted after the programme, 
informants (amongst them, Fatou, Aisata and Dembaye below) referred 
to their intention of abandoning CFM:

If someone comes and asks to marry my daughter I will tell them 
to go look for someone else because I don’t want to ruin my 
daughter’s future [. . .]. People here no longer think this is right. 
[S3I11FD  ]

I don’t want to give my daughter in marriage when she is so 
young. I will let her grow up fi rst because it’s not good for her, for 
instance she can get pregnant too soon. [S3I3AIB  ]
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Human rights are good because [. . .] it’s also why young girls 
are free to say no to forced marriages [. . .] I believe it’s the classes 
that brought about this change. Now everyone knows about that. 
[S3I1DS   ]

In sum, informants reported a shifting attitude towards CFM. It can be 
imagined (in the absence of data due to time limitation of the research) 
that the practice might persist as a response to the structural challenges 
that contributed to its emergence. However, informants reported on a 
changing public understanding of it. Fatou’s and Dembaye’s opinions 
that ‘everyone knows about that’ and that ‘people no longer [. . .]’ manifest 
a change in what informants thought others (everyone; people) consid-
ered to be acceptable actions. Social norm theory explains such changes 
in terms of a shifting norm or a change in the way the norms are under-
stood – which is the same (Bicchieri 2006). The class elicited discussion 
on the abstract human rights knowledge that participants vernacula-
rised in their local reality. They shared their intention to abandon the 
practice. However, a family alone could not abandon the practice: CFM 
is a practice that ties different communities together. A single commu-
nity exiting the practice would fi nd itself in a dangerous and isolated 
position. Nevertheless, it is possible that if the community of Galle 
Toubaaco developed a genuine commitment to the abandonment of the 
practice, they could contribute to the organised diffusion of their new 
knowledge together with other villages participating in the programme. 
Participants had a genuine commitment to change the village, although 
in the fi rst session they did not know how. There is a possibility that 
community members might have had a genuine commitment to the 
abandonment of CFM and needed to explore how this could happen. 
A wider process of abandonment should involve the network of mar-
riageability and could follow the path of organised diffusion (described 
earlier in the book) that lead to the abandonment of FGC elsewhere 
(UNICEF 2008a). Finally, the chances are that participants might fi nd 
other solutions to the problem that cannot be imagined from the cur-
rent perspective of analysis.

Research on morality and decision-making has suggested that 
there are serious limitations on the power of cost–benefi t analysis 
and that commitment to moral rules works as a strong motivator of 
human action (Bennis et al. 2010). Nobody knows what will hap-
pen to the next generation of girls in Galle Toubaaco, but there is 
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a possibility that moral behaviour might trump current patterns of 
social actions and diffuse beyond the limits of the rural community, 
joining other communities in infl uencing the entire wider network 
of marriageability. Nobody could expect an organised abandonment 
of CFM in a short time span, but whatever the future impact, the 
signifi cance for the current research is the informants’ statements of 
intention to abandon the practice.

Child Labour and Child Protection Practices

The complexities of child labour were explored earlier in the book, 
suggesting that child labour is problematic in human development 
and human rights terms when it hinders children’s health and access 
to education. Informants reported a shifting approach to child labour. 
According to them, the class allowed a critical analysis of children’s 
daily life and allowed participants to discuss the idea that the work 
children carried out ought to be balanced with the time spent in 
school:

Education is important and we should try to keep our children 
at school and stop asking them to work on the farms or to herd 
cattle so much. [S3I6SD  ]

In class we learnt that it’s important that we send our kids to 
school instead of asking them to work in the farms or to herd 
cattle all day. Everyone agreed with this. [S3I3AIB  ] 

I will work at educating my child, make sure he has all of the 
school supplies needed, and I will talk to my friends about getting 
educated and getting their kids educated, we shouldn’t ask them 
to work all day. [S3I6SD  ]

Community members cared about their children: they did not learn 
from the classes to do so. The classes offered them an opportunity to 
ground the value of caring for their children in a new understanding 
of consequences of their daily work. Participants realised the poten-
tial of an education and the dangers related to practices that put their 
children’s health at risk; it is because they cared about their children 
that they could commit to adopting different behaviours. The inten-
tion to revise their child labour practices, possibly in a way that helped 
them respond to daily challenges of life in rural Africa, was not the 
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only statement of intention to adopt child protection behaviours. For 
instance, participants committed to behaviours that would holistically 
protect children’s health:

If you are sick you should go to the hospital, if you are pregnant 
you should get regular check-ups with the doctor. Something 
could happen to your child and you would never forgive yourself. 
[S3I2PS  ]

[The most interesting thing I learnt is the] right to health [. . .] 
now if one of my kids gets sick I take them to the doctor. I don’t 
rely on traditional medicine or ‘go-pills’ guys on the street; [. . .] 
Before I would buy medicine off the streets but I have learnt that 
the best thing to do is to take your kid straight to the doctor if 
they get sick. [S3I12AS  ]

The kids are being taken care of much more and wear clean 
clothes and get regular check-ups at the doctors. [S3I4MD   ]

Data report various statements of intention to change behaviours 
related to child protection (and specifi cally CFM and child labour). Par-
ticipants’ traditional values remained untouched: participants practised 
CFM and child labour bearing in mind their children’s good, not will-
ing to harm them. In class, however, they came to a new understand-
ing about the consequences of those practices and could imagine new 
behaviours inspired by the human rights content and the public discus-
sion they had. In sum, participants wanted their children’s good after 
as much as before the HRE programme. In the class they discussed, 
shared and committed to alternative behaviours to attain it. How those 
behaviours will meet the challenges that the structural confi guration of 
their world presents to them is impossible to say; however, it is certainly 
possible that the changing understanding of the practices will activate 
different community choices in the future, allowing a different human 
rights-consistent response to those challenges.

POSSIBLE PITFALLS OF THE TOSTAN PROGRAMME 
IN GALLE TOUBAACO

Any development programme should aim at maximising benefi t for the 
local population and minimising the danger of threatening community 
members’ well-being. Perfection and exemplarity in similar processes are, 
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however, diffi cult to achieve: pitfalls, limitations and dangers threaten the 
delivery of development programmes that aim at fostering social change 
dynamics. I identifi ed four of those limitations and pitfalls in the work 
of Tostan in Galle Toubaaco, analysing the outcomes of the programme.

First, the programme might have limited impact over time. As seen 
in Chapter 4, structural features of members’ life in Galle Toubaaco 
contribute in shaping the social status quo. Without a change in access 
to those structural resources, two future scenarios are possible. In the 
fi rst, the results of the programme do not last long: access to resources 
would have to shift in ways that allowed women the means of produc-
tion and control over their lives. The behavioural change that commu-
nity members experienced after the programme then might fall back 
into old habits. The unsettling nature of the educational programme 
challenged patterns of production of the local reality that were reifi ed 
by structural factors that obviously did not disappear at the end of the 
programme. However, another scenario exists. Community members 
might bargain a new power equilibrium that, although not changing 
access to resources for the present generation, will intertwine with 
external factors so as to further accelerate social change dynamics in the 
next generation of community members. Community members would 
then respond differently to external social change factors that might 
activate the new understandings generated in the three years of the 
Tostan programme.

Second, the programme did not result in a dramatic change in 
oppressing roles and dynamics of power. The social change that com-
munity members experienced is revolutionary if analysed from a micro-
scopic perspective, but is almost invisible if looked at with the wrong 
expectations. Even with the most utopian hopes for the programme, 
one could not expect a change in the distribution of labour and in the 
way community members access the connected resources. Community 
members had great human capital invested in their differentiated eco-
nomic roles and nobody could expect to see the men pounding the 
millet and the women going out to the market, one year after engage-
ment with the programme. In similar undifferentiated economies, there 
are few careers open to women, or to men. What is important, then, 
is the spiritual, what was created and probably was still fragile: equal 
dignifi ed respect for all community members. The repetition of those 
dynamics over the three years of the programme and beyond might 
consolidate the new understandings of self and others. This feature 

5567_Cislaghi.indd   2055567_Cislaghi.indd   205 14/08/17   4:47 PM14/08/17   4:47 PM



206 The Programme in Action

of the programme, thus, opened new possible roles and understand-
ings stretching the boundaries of existing power relations, rather than 
breaking through them.

In Chapter 3, I evidenced the concern that the programme might 
challenge existing power dynamics in a way that would threaten the 
immediate well-being of the powerless, engaging them in a struggle 
for their liberation against the power holders. The pedagogy and the 
outcome of the programme highlighted a different liberating dynamic. 
The programme did not challenge local authorities; rather, it offered 
participants the opportunity to fi nd mechanisms of collaboration 
between oppressors and oppressed to give voice to the latter for the 
benefi t of both. Beyond a romanticised view of the village as unitary, 
what stands out is that individual informants reported on the ben-
efi ts of new communal practices (e.g. village cleanliness), identifying 
how they would benefi t self and the family. There is a risk that existing 
power relations, without being challenged ‘revolutionarily’, might in 
the long term resubjugate the weaker fragments of society. However, 
alternatively, the village might make new sense of those relations from 
both a cost–benefi t analysis and new moral understandings of their 
roles and relations.

Third, as discussed in Chapter 3, development of the capacity to 
aspire might result in the frustration that can follow awareness of not 
being able to attain certain aspirations. Similar aspirations might be, for 
instance, a new role in village assemblies, access to education or bet-
ter job prospects. There is no defi nitive answer to this problem if seen 
as a dichotomy: on the one hand, there are tacit forms of oppression 
that threaten the well-being of the entire community and hinder its 
human development. On the other, by developing capacity to aspire, 
members might face the impossibility of instantiating new standards 
for their lives to which they now aspire for themselves or their children. 
However, a third scenario might also rise: having developed capacity 
to aspire, members might actually be able to engage in changing their 
community and reify those aspirations into concrete actions. In situ-
ations of oppression, and without capacity to aspire, that oppression 
is doomed to reproduction; with capacity to aspire, there are oppor-
tunities to challenge the reproduction of the oppressive status quo or 
to create the aspirations that might pass from one generation to the 
next and accelerate social change in the future. Also, the capacity to 
aspire as developed through Tostan’s classes is likely to gather (in class) 
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and spread (in the village) individual sentiments of discomfort with the 
local situations that, possibly, were already generating similar frustra-
tions well before the programme started.

CONCLUSION

After the HRE programme, community members developed a new 
understanding of how equality and collaboration could impact posi-
tively on the community’s well-being. The class offered a democratic 
place to exercise public speaking skills and primed participants’ need 
to collaborate for a better future that they grounded in the concept of 
equality. The line of successes that women experienced in the class, the 
triumphs over the biases created by those power relations, exponen-
tially fostered women’s self-confi dence. The positive effects of women’s 
increased self-confi dence were not limited to the class: they diffused 
to the vi  llage. Community members experienced cognitive dissonance 
with respect to what experience used to tell them about gender roles. 
They acknowledged publicly those differences. Women reported being 
able to think and imagine different possibilities for themselves. The 
now-women category emerged in participants’ description as an exis-
tential category that linked women to the factual world with which 
they could interact differently after the programme. New actions, new 
possibilities were available to now-women, challenging the traditional 
stereotypes that relegated women to silent roles. In the development 
of this self-awareness, women deconstructed invisible power dynamics 
that relegated them to the role of silent decision-followers. Structural 
access to resources shaped those invisible power dynamics. A norma-
tive forced direct change in the access to those resources, however, 
would not have been likely to produce a change in self-perception. The 
indirect problem-posing education programme, instead, challenged 
those invisible power dynamics and infl uenced women’s social status. It 
is very unlikely, however, that women’s access to resources will change 
overnight, following the programme. In human development terms, 
though, it may be important that now-women include in their fi eld of 
freedoms and possibilities certain behaviours that might eventually win 
them access to strategic resources.

The effect of a shifting balance of invisible power relations was 
observed in how community members conceptualised their participa-
tion in visible and hidden power dynamics. The class, as a democratic 
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space of discussion, gave participants an opportunity to exercise their 
public speaking skills and engaged them in talking about the bene-
fi ts of granting everyone the right to contribute to decision-making. 
In class, participants stretched the boundaries of legitimate participa-
tion in decision-making. In the village, women would contribute to the 
meeting discussions and even summoned one with a precise political 
agenda. Men, in turn, reacted with little resistance to the process, per-
haps by participating in women’s liberation as their own and because 
they could see concrete advantages of women’s shifting role (e.g. in a 
cleaner village). Young community members’ participation in decision-
making also increased, although the young men, possibly aware of their 
role as heirs, showed more conformism with the social status quo than 
young women.

Also, community members reifi ed the human rights knowledge 
within a new understanding of human rights-inconsistent local prac-
tices. There is evidence of a shift in how participants (and, according to 
them, the community as a whole) understood CFM before and after the 
HRE programme. There is less evidence of a shift in other social norms 
(e.g. child labour), although some participants confi rmed a change in 
their attitudes and behaviours. Also, there is evidence demonstrating 
other possible co-factors infl uencing participants’ outlooks and behav-
iours related to CFM. This chapter showed that the HRE programme 
accelerated pre-existing social processes by bringing community mem-
bers together to discuss and evaluate those social processes.

In sum, community members could restructure their visible and hid-
den power relations only once they challenged invisible power dynam-
ics. Human rights provided a framework to look at the local reality and 
make sense of it from a new perspective. After the programme, mem-
bers witnessed a shifting understanding of their community, although 
the effective abandonment of certain practices might take time. Also, 
the status quo observed at the end of the programme was certainly not 
completely egalitarian: in the household, women would still have to 
comply with their husbands’ fi nal decisions and they could not aspire to 
be (and perhaps not even imagine being) village leaders. However, data 
suggest that more debate might happen now, both within the family 
and in the village. New processes and understandings have entered the 
traditional structures of power and decision-making.

Independent evidence suggests that the results of the HRE pro-
gramme in other communities are often remarkable in the long term. 
As an example, Diop et al. say that informants saw the effects of the 
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HRE programme positively in terms of ‘greater control over collective 
hygiene, women’s health, and child education; assumption of greater 
leadership roles; and the ability to manage a budget’ (2008: 11). More 
recently, a random-sample mixed-method survey of direct, indirect 
and control villages was conducted by the CRDH (2010) to measure 
the effectiveness of the Tostan programme in the long term in the 
Senegalese regions of Tambacounda and Kolda. The study confi rmed 
a decline in discrimination against women and girls and the abandon-
ment of CFM and FGM in villages directly and indirectly exposed to 
the HRE programme. Earlier examples of positive independent evalu-
ations of long-lasting changes included another study carried out by 
Diop et al. (2004) and a study commissioned by UNICEF (2008b). If 
past patterns continue to replicate themselves, then the community of 
Galle Toubaaco is likely to bring about benefi cial changes. What is rele-
vant in the data analysed in this research is the change in attitudes and 
behavioural intentions that have an impact in human rights terms. The 
advantage of the present research is that it has analysed participants’ 
feelings and thoughts before, during and after the programme, which 
helped make sense of what could possibly be the beginning of a social 
change process. The next chapter analyses the motivators of social 
change in conceptual terms and links them by suggesting a dynamic 
of the process that motivated change in the community members’ out-
look and behaviours analysed in this chapter.
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Chapter 7

DYNAMICS OF SOCIAL CHANGE: A MODEL FOR 
INDIRECT DEVELOPMENT PRACTITIONERS

INTRODUCTION

This chapter looks at how human rights education contributed to 
social change processes in the community of Galle Toubaaco. The fi rst 
section analyses how Tostan’s pedagogical approach played a key role 
in motivating participation and challenging participants’ understand-
ing of their local social reality. I argue in particular that the pedagogy 
played a key role in unleashing participants’ alternative understand-
ings of their reality. The second section explores the substantive con-
tent of the programme, arguing that human rights provided an abstract 
knowledge that contributed in posing useful problems to participants. 
The third section explores how participants made sense of that knowl-
edge together, women and men, and discusses how their interactions 
were particularly signifi cant for the processes of reconceptualisation 
of mutual roles and relationships. The fourth section explores the cog-
nitive processes that explain the participants’ reaction to a diverging 
reality, and the fi fth section (on the capacity to aspire) links new cogni-
tive understandings to the capacity of imagining alternative courses of 
action diverging from a repetition of the past. Together with capacity to 
aspire, participants developed other key capabilities that fostered their 
community’s empowerment, discussed in the following two sections 
in the chapter.

The next section offers an understanding of how participants shared 
the new knowledge with other community members, by looking at the 
interaction between two ‘communities of practice’: the class and the vil-
lage. The fi nal section argues that Tostan’s ‘indirect’ approach to devel-
opment was a catalyst for the dynamic of social change analysed in this 
chapter. By respecting community members’ agency, the programme 
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helped them develop the capabilities they needed to realise their poten-
tial for leading their human development.

THE PEDAGOGICAL APPROACH OF THE HRE PROGRAMME

Tostan’s Freirian pedagogy worked as a key motivator of social change 
because it allowed participants to experience in class new roles, e.g. 
roles of talkers and decision-makers. The Freirian approach presented 
content critically to participants, leaving them the task of making sense 
of the abstract knowledge in local terms. In so doing, participants’ con-
cerns emerged from the dialogue: the themes that mattered to them 
became objects of discussion, rather than abstract content. Norms of 
silence about certain topics were challenged and the status quo could 
be looked at critically.

The HRE programme in Galle Toubaaco engaged participants in dis-
cussing and debating the human rights content in every class. The facil-
itator allowed the discussion to move freely over traditionally unspoken 
topics and encouraged everyone to participate, breaking the traditional 
social roles of talkers and listeners. HRE in Galle Toubaaco acted as 
problem-posing education, asking participants to collaborate to fi nd 
solutions to what participants themselves came to understand as local 
challenges (e.g. gender discrimination, access to decision-making or 
village cleanliness).

Mergner (2004) further developed Freire’s theories by including 
an understanding of Arendt’s (1994) discussion about human beings’ 
dignity. Mergner argued that participants need to acknowledge each 
other’s dignity to overcome the barriers that produce the same social 
obstacles over which they are trying to prevail (i.e. to attain social 
change). Without recognition of everyone’s complete dignity as a 
full human being, participants cannot understand (‘feel’) each oth-
er’s oppression and then act to change the conditions creating it. In 
the interviews collected at the end of the programme, informants 
summoned a new understanding of community members in terms of 
confi dence, dignity, respect and trust:

People have changed because they respect each other a lot more 
now. [S3I12AS  ]

The women have gained much more confi dence; they are no 
longer shy or afraid to speak in front of people. Everyone knows 
they have a right to speak and now they do speak. Since the 
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Tostan classes people in the village have started spending time 
together every day and getting used to each other and enjoying 
each other’s company, and, at the same time, gained trust with 
one another. [S3I6SD  ]

The class allowed participants to get to know each other more and to 
discover their own and others’ dignity; consider Samba’s quote above, 
where he said, ‘Everyone knows [women] have a right to speak [. . .] 
people [. . .] gained trust with one another’, adding that they ‘respect 
each other a lot more’. As seen earlier, the discovery of equality became 
an overarching category that included other rights and freedoms. Par-
ticipants understood equality as a necessary condition for collaboration 
and, on the basis of equal dignity, looked critically at certain behaviours 
in place in their village, by analysing their oppressive nature. In class, 
participants shared mutual concerns over those behaviours by collabo-
rating towards possible solutions that would help them reify the ‘better 
village’ they visualised in the fi rst session.

If one had to identify the most important characteristic of the 
Freirian pedagogy, there is little doubt that its dialogical nature should 
not be underestimated. Dialogue is the characteristic of problem-pos-
ing education, it is through dialogue that reciprocal love and dignity 
are generated; silence is instead the characteristic of banking educa-
tion, silence fosters oppression and enslaves people in the process of 
complying uncritically with the status quo. The maieutic nature of the 
Freirian educational model is what Ellerman (2006) praised as its indi-
rect feature. Rather than telling people what to do, development pro-
grammes should help people in visualising their own goals for their 
communities and how they can reach them. A direct approach (such 
as a radio message) does not fl exibly integrate in the micro-context 
of the community and does not allow people to develop their own 
perspective on the issue. In such interventions, the theme is not gen-
erated by the class, it is imposed from outside. An educational pro-
gramme that does not include public debating of the content cannot 
allow participants to explain their reasons, to understand each other. 
Aisata told me that:

At fi rst they [men] refused [to agree on family planning] but 
after learning about it in class and seeing what having a baby 
every year can do to their wives they are beginning to change. 
A woman that has a kid every year gets sick all the time and the 
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children don’t grow normally, they stop nursing too early and get 
sick and the husband is always paying hospital bills. [S2I10AIB ]

The discovery of equality in class set the preconditions for women to 
be able to speak about the challenges that unwanted pregnancies put 
them through. The class widened the possibilities for a shift in the way 
people understood contraceptive practice because participants could 
debate, discuss, challenge cultural assumptions, and together under-
stand each other’s views; that is, understand each other’s conditions of 
oppression (Freire 1970).

In class, men understood women’s daily life in terms of oppression 
– they could ‘feel’ the oppression women experienced (Freire 1970). 
Freirian learning strategies showed the oppressed and the oppressors 
opposite views and beliefs and allowed them to work together towards 
a solution, putting into practice the biggest heritage HRE owes to Freire: 
the coinvestigation of generative themes (Lohrenscheit 2006; Mayo 
1999). The Freirian approach allowed participants to interact freely, 
challenging norms of silence and invisible power relations that tradi-
tionally assigned to women the role of listeners and to men the role of 
talkers. The human rights content, then, guided participants’ analysis 
by offering to them a framework to understand local practices from a 
different perspective.

THE SUBSTANTIVE CONTENT OF THE HRE PROGRAMME

Scholars and practitioners in the fi eld of HRE have argued that, to 
empower people at the grassroots level, participatory pedagogical 
practices are key as the content of the curriculum (Bajaj 2011; Bajaj 
et al. 2016; Meintjes 1997; Tibbits 2017). Ideally, participants in an 
HRE programme explore human rights while investigating the condi-
tions that shape just or unjust social practices in their local setting. 
Therefore, a human rights curriculum should include culturally famil-
iar elements; at the same time, it cannot be so bound by them that 
it prevents learners from imagining more egalitarian social relation-
ships. Merry (2006) analysed the processes through which people can 
vernacularise human rights, and suggested that human rights should 
be understood in local terms to be effectively used as a framework for 
analysing local practices and behaviours.

Given the existence of widely spread human rights instruments, it 
is easy to see how teaching and learning about human rights could 

5567_Cislaghi.indd   2165567_Cislaghi.indd   216 14/08/17   4:47 PM14/08/17   4:47 PM



Dynamics of Social Change 217

become a one-way interaction: from teacher as authority on human 
rights instruments to students as passive recipients of received indis-
putable wisdom. Spring (2000) warned against the risks that come with 
applying passive approaches to human rights education. According to 
him, those risks are related to threatening human cultural diversity by 
fl attening it through cultural imperialism. As seen earlier in the book, 
participants in Galle Toubaaco experienced the curriculum as something 
they could discover and remake, although this process did not come 
as unproblematic. Experiential learning strategies linked the abstract 
human rights knowledge to participants’ daily practices, grounding 
their understanding in the familiar and the well-known, that is, con-
cretising the new knowledge into examples they would come across in 
their daily life.

In the programme, participants used the abstract human rights 
knowledge to look critically at their local reality. They conceptually 
blended human rights ideas with traditional latent values analysed 
earlier, such as collaboration, love for the family and reciprocity. As 
the ‘young’ Amadou Ba said in his fi rst interview: ‘People here are 
very close, they help each other and work together and share a com-
mon goal for our village’ [S1I14ABY  ]. The human rights knowledge 
was grafted by participants onto those values and showed existing 
inconsistencies between the values and participants’ daily behav-
iours. Take, for instance, what Fatou said in her last interview: ‘The 
things that I know are wrong I wouldn’t do even before the classes, 
but the classes reinforced to me that I was doing the right thing all 
along’ [S3I11FD  ]. Fatou knew what ‘is wrong’ (values); however, the 
class reinforced her idea of her ‘doing the right thing’, that is, the 
class highlighted connections and relations between values and 
behaviours confi rming (in this case) consistency. Take what Amadou 
then said at the end of the classes: ‘It [human rights] is doing what is 
right’ [S3I10ABY  ]. ‘Doing what is right’ indisputably means behaving 
in harmony with the moral models of one’s behaviours. In Amadou’s 
narrative, human rights (the classes) were tools to analyse the need 
and the capacity to keep values and actions in accordance. Processes 
that show value/behaviour inconsistency, according to scholars of 
moral behaviour and social change, are likely to result in a reconsid-
eration of those behaviours for a short time and, in case of continuing 
exposure to the abstract values, can result in more permanent behav-
ioural shifts (Bardi and Goodwin 2011; Bennis et al. 2010; Torelli and 
Kaikati 2009).
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Participants primed moral behaviours by critically analysing the 
human rights knowledge and grounded that knowledge in a critical 
understanding of them in local terms. They could dismiss them or, like 
Dembaye in the following quote, they could acknowledge an inherent 
value in the local understanding that the class had helped participants 
develop: ‘[Human rights are good for our community and] I didn’t know 
anything about human rights, the only thing was using common sense 
and recognising what is right’ [S3I1DS   ].

As seen earlier in the book, before the HRE programme participants 
already shared a set of values and reciprocal behavioural expectations. 
The class primed those values and their importance in bringing into 
being a better village that participants conceptualised in the fi rst ses-
sions. The value of working together, key amongst existing values, was 
primed when discussing human rights and their applicability to all 
community members. The abstract human rights knowledge was then 
instantiated into a set of concrete behaviours: non-discrimination, fam-
ily planning, child protection, to cite some. Participants grounded those 
behaviours in their traditional values that they came to blend or identify 
with human rights:

[Human rights] means solidarity among the people in the village. 
[S3I2PS  ]

[Human rights are important because] it’s best to respect the 
people you live with, treat everyone equally, treat even the little 
kids with respect and not discriminate because of age or gender. 
[S3I3AIB  ]

Human rights are something that everyone needs to learn, it 
can help you become a better person and help you live a better 
life. [S3I5DS  ]

[Human rights are good because] it’s good to get along, help 
each other out and treat each other with respect. [S3I11FD  ]

Among the examples given in this book, the one to which informants 
made most overwhelming reference is the case of non-discrimination 
and the discovery of equality. In class, participants connected the abstract 
human rights knowledge to their daily experience. They grounded on a 
shared traditional value (collaboration) their intention to adopt a human 
rights-consistent practice (non-discrimination). In class, participants 
broadened the meaning of working together and came to include non-
discrimination, unity, positive reciprocity and mutual advantage in it. 
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In Merry’s (2006) terms, participants came to their own understanding 
of human rights through discussion and deliberation: they translated 
human rights into local behaviours consistent with those same rights. 
By grounding international jurisprudence within local traditional values, 
the HRE programme offered participants an opportunity to understand 
the relationship between human rights-consistent behaviour and how 
it would benefi t the community both in moral and in practical terms. In 
addition, the visualisation of the better village motivated their efforts, 
driving their following political action. Hence, as also confi rmed by 
recent research (Bain et al. 2013), projections about the future of their 
community played a role in sparking attitudes and actions that sup-
ported social change.

THE PROCESS OF COINVESTIGATION BREAKING NORMS 
OF GENDER SEGREGATION

Freire (1970) argued that in the liberation process the oppressed and 
the oppressors coinvestigate the nature of the problem that the educa-
tor poses. Their collaboration, their being present for each other, is then 
an opportunity to develop alternative views of the status quo that avoid 
fatalism and resignation because it unlocks a dialogue about a recipro-
cal understanding of the local reality.

The class increased the dialogue amongst men and women and 
changed the terms of that dialogue: human rights became a new topic, 
unleashing new perspectives on the local reality. Chant and Gut-
mann offered a rationale justifying the need to include participants of 
both genders within development programmes: if a programme aims 
at empowering a community as a whole, then ‘leaving men behind’ 
(2002: 274) would generate counterforces that would eventually limit 
or work against women’s empowerment. As informants reported, the 
community as a whole was empowered by the programme in terms 
of inter-gender relations and mutual solidarity. In Dembaye’s words: 
‘Because of this class there is more trust between the men and the 
women’ [S2I2DS   ].

The absence of men in the class would have resulted in a differ-
ent – and possibly limited – impact on the community. The patriarchal 
structures embedded in Galle Toubaaco would have been diffi cult to 
challenge or overturn without empowering the men as much as the 
women in the rural community. Also, debates and discussions with 
men infl uenced women’s view of themselves: in class, women had 
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experience of men’s shifting opinions on them. The case of (or nega-
tion of) women’s freedom to engage in non-domestic work (i.e. in an 
income-generating job) offers a good example of the process described 
above. Until the change in the 2007 Civil Law, Senegalese jurisprudence 
obliged women to obtain their husbands’ written permission to sign a 
work contract. National law regulating the matter has been modifi ed 
in relatively recent times; logistical reasons understandably delay its 
implementation in the rural areas of the country. Other than a legal 
framework that changed only recently, traditional assumptions and 
norms regulating gender roles represent a big challenge to women’s 
right to work. As seen earlier, women in Galle Toubaaco did not usually 
engage in any job due to social expectations requiring them to engage 
solely in domestic work.

By including participants of both genders, the HRE programme 
in Galle Toubaaco gave women the opportunity to present their 
requests and concerns about their right to work directly to men. As 
I mentioned earlier, having to explain women’s challenges to men, 
women had to rationalise their experiences in detail, they had to 
share with them a set of feelings, understandings and practicalities 
that men most likely did not experience in their daily life. In this pro-
cess, women recognised that certain issues (such as the reasons why 
they need to work) deviated from men’s understanding of the world 
and that, therefore, their views on those issue had to be justifi ed. In 
explaining their concerns to men, the women of Galle Toubaaco came 
to a deeper understanding of those concerns and recognised common 
positions and views within their gender group. Men’s presence in the 
class represented to women a conceptual challenge: because of their 
presence, women had to explain the I to a non-I, in Freirian terms. It is 
in the dialogue with the non-I that the I emerges and can negotiate its 
dignity with the others. According to Freire (1970), problem-posing 
education unveils new perspectives on the lives of participants. In 
class, women reconceptualised the self, the I, coming to include new 
possibilities and alternatives. Women showed awareness of a change 
in what they could do and be. A new existential category emerged 
from the class: that of the now-women.

In a gender-segregated class, participants sharing the same gender-
related issues would not have to reconceptualise them through expla-
nation to people alien to those challenges. Such a class would share 
fewer opportunities to recognise those challenges as specifi c to their 
gender group. Had the HRE programme included only women, men 
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would not have had the opportunity to listen to and understand wom-
en’s concerns (on the importance of fi nding a job in this example) by 
asking, debating and experiencing (through experiential learning) their 
discomfort or oppression. In Galle Toubaaco, men could experience the 
importance for women of being able to fi nd a job and could debate the 
reasons for their staying home instead.

In a women-only class, the empowerment that followed (in terms of 
women’s knowledge of their rights and capacity to demand respect for 
those rights) would have been limited to the class itself. Effective social 
change would have required a further step, that of women challenging 
the status quo and the power holders defending it. In Galle Toubaaco, 
instead, traditional power holders participated in the classes and played 
a key role, by collaborating with women towards liberation and social 
change. As Aisata said at the end of the programme:

We have learnt in the class together about this. Now both men and 
women know women can do pretty much anything a man can do. 
We can go to school and get an education and we can work just 
like men do. [S3I3AIB  ]

Omar, who participated in all the classes observed, made it clear dur-
ing the last set of interviews: ‘now the men understand it’s important 
for the women to work too because they can work just like the men 
can’ [S3I7OB  ]. In class, men and women together envisioned alterna-
tive realities, by understanding oppression and looking for liberation. 
As part of this process, participants learnt to aspire to alternative paths 
of action, they framed different social trajectories and problematised 
the process to put those alternatives into practice.

EXPERIENCING NEW CLUES TO MAKE SENSE OF THE WORLD

According to cognitivist theories of learning processes, the experience 
that human beings have of the world surrounding them infl uences the 
mental schemata through which they orient their behaviours (Strauss 
and Quinn 1997). The cognitivist model admits diversion from pre-
existing schemata when new experiences unveil a schema-inconsistent 
behaviour. When this happens, those who are undergoing that expe-
rience override old schemata with new ones (Bloch 1998; Kahneman 
2011; Strauss and Quinn 1997). In Galle Toubaaco, different experience 
of people’s actions and identity challenged pre-existing individual and 
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social explanations and understandings of community members’ roles 
and relatio  ns.

In class, participants analysed value-incoherent practices and com-
mitted to value-consistent ones. Research on moral behaviour pro-
vided explanations of similar processes that chime with schema theory. 
When people discover value–behaviour inconsistencies, they tend to 
respond by adopting value-consistent behaviour. The more consistent 
the evaluative process is over time, the more likely the change is to last 
in the long term (Bardi and Goodwin 2011; Bennis et al. 2010; Torelli 
and Kaikati 2009). Human beings’ equal dignity was analysed earlier 
as a change that stood out in Galle Toubaaco’s informants’ narrative 
about the way community members understood and committed to 
treating each other. The human rights classes primed the local value of 
collaborating for the common good. The class analysed discriminating 
behaviours that were inconsistent with that value and that hindered the 
ideal better village: people cannot work together when they discrimi-
nate among each other. Equality became a tool for the reconciliation of 
values and behaviours.

Bennis et al. (2010) showed that decision-making behavioural pro-
cesses are often infl uenced by an interaction of moral rules and cost–
benefi t analysis (CBA) and that the former are often better suited to 
explain people behaviours’ than the latter. I suggest that CBA inter-
twined with morality in infl uencing participants’ decisions to reframe 
value-inconsistent behaviours to their moral understanding of those 
behaviours. In Galle Toubaaco, participants committed to equality as 
a set of behaviours because they saw the moral contribution in terms 
of greater collaboration. Further research should make sense of the 
tension between moral obligations, social norms and practical rea-
son, exploring if CBA can intertwine with morality in fostering certain 
public behaviours for a greater moral gain and if over time CBA could 
be replaced by the integration of those behaviours within collective 
moral values.

Schema theory also helps explain the cognitive processes by which 
participants, fi rst, and community members, thereafter, would come 
to understand women after the programme as, with the term anal-
ysed earlier, now-women. In class, the programme offered women the 
opportunity to experience new roles and to take on new responsibili-
ties. In doing so, they developed skills and capabilities that allowed 
them to carry out those new tasks with higher self-confi dence. Gaventa 
(2006) analysed people’s conformity with social roles as the effect of 
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invisible power dynamics that shape biases and prejudices. In class, 
women deconstructed the existent role of listeners, of silent women 
(Belenky et al. 1986). Female participants discovered themselves as 
different, as now-women capable of speaking in public, challeng-
ing invisible obstacles that would hinder their participation in village 
assemblies. Individually, participants had new cognitive experiences 
of what the women could do.

Publicly, those cognitive experiences challenged the power dynam-
ics that shaped social behavioural expectations about women’s roles. 
Women publicly (e.g. in the family, in the village meetings or on formal 
occasions) demonstrated the capacity to implement those new actions: 
women would act and talk differently, village members would see them 
doing so and (most importantly) would see other community members 
seeing the change. The community publicly experienced now-women 
as acting in ways that did not pertain to the role for women that com-
munity members were used to. The cognitive dissonance between what 
community members were seeing and what they knew about gender 
roles challenged their mental schemata used to categorise people. They 
responded to that experience by beginning to include new capabilities 
in their understanding of what a woman can do or be. Gender roles 
were not revolutionised overnight: gender roles were embodied into a 
gender distribution of labour that contributed to shaping people’s iden-
tity and that responded to daily challenges. However, people’s schemata 
regulating those roles were being stretched by the public experience of 
actions and capabilities that the now-women were seen to implement 
and possess.

The HRE classes offered participants the opportunity to widen their 
horizon of possibilities. In doing so, the classes exposed participants to a 
new knowledge and the experiences coming with it. Those experiences 
triggered new mental schemata by showing the schema-inconsistency 
of social behaviours in place (e.g. marrying young girls means they will 
not have a chance to go to school and might have early pregnancies – 
the inconsistency is exposing daughters to harm while trying to take 
care of them). The concrete human rights knowledge created the frame-
work in which participants could reconsider old mental associations. 
A change in the context produced new ‘cues and scripts’ (Strauss and 
Quinn 1997) that reframed participants’ beliefs and preferences. Partici-
pants together recognised and reasoned over their actions. The classes 
created the space and gave participants the tools to share their thoughts 
in a deliberative act that unveiled inconsistencies in their behaviours. 
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Deliberative acts are fundamental turning points in the understanding 
and reframing of social norms. Deliberative acts allow unaware norm-
followers to realise the reasons for their behaviours and to change 
them by institutionalising new social norms (about which community 
members are then rationally aware) (Bicchieri 2006). In turn, then, the 
rationalisation of social norms impacts on social practices. Informants 
described this process themselves, by connecting the new knowledge, 
its practical implications and the shift in daily practices:

It’s because of human rights that we are now talking about build-
ing schools and health posts. It’s also why young girls are free 
to say no to forced marriages and now women are able to go to 
school and get an education. Because of learning about human 
rights now we are planting free trees all over our village. Human 
rights can change the mentality of people, because it teaches them 
how to live with one another and support each other. [S3I1DS   ]

In cognitive terms, participants reframed mental schemata together in 
class, developing capacity to aspire and expanding their capabilities 
and freedoms. New experiences generated new mental schemata that 
created the conditions for participants to discuss local social norms 
regulating gender relations, participation in decision-making and 
other social practices. The cognitive understanding of a different pres-
ent unleashed a different future, where new trajectories can widen up 
the fi eld of possibilities for the participants. The capacity to imagine a 
future that does not reproduce the past is the capacity to aspire.

DEVELOPING CAPACITY TO ASPIRE

Appadurai (2004) argued that, mainly due to poverty, the poor have 
a limited number of opportunities to experience alternatives to the 
status quo and therefore tend to comply with norms and beliefs and 
reinforce the social conditions in which they live. The norms to which 
members of Galle Toubaaco subscribed did – in Appadurai’s terms – 
‘exacerbate their inequality, and deepen their lack of access to mate-
rial goods and services’ (Appadurai 2004: 66). The example of women’s 
access to employment helps analyse the development of capacity to 
aspire in Galle Toubaaco. The structural circumstances of community 
members in Galle Toubaaco analysed earlier would carve out the future 
and reproduce the present based on the past, by replicating conditions 
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of socio-economic poverty. Community members struggled to under-
stand the future as realistically divergent from the present. As Ami and 
Amadou said:

Here, I don’t see [a woman leading the village] happening. 
Because I have never seen or heard of a woman chief my whole 
life. [S1I14ABY  ]

I came here when I was 15 years old; it [the village] has been 
pretty much the same here and hasn’t changed. [S1I6AS  ]

Community members made sense of the social reality as self-reproduc-
ing by replicating itself over time with few changes. As Amadou said in 
the quote above, something that has never happened in the past will 
not happen in the future. Informants showed the belief that ‘things will 
be as they have always been’, that the present would fatalistically rep-
licate the past.

Freire, also, referred to this limited imagination as the fatalistic res-
ignation that oppressed people demonstrate in conditions of oppres-
sion (Freire 1970). A relatively small number of informants argued that 
something had to change in their village to call an only vaguely specifi ed 
‘development’ into being, but what and how exactly was not yet part of 
their mindset:

Between here and ten years I hope people will continue to work 
together [so that we will develop]. [S1I9PS  ]

If everyone gets an education our village will develop and get 
better. [S1I14ABY  ]

Other informants had a more precise idea of what they wish to see in 
the future in their village (mainly related to what would make it easier 
for them to face daily challenges of rural life). However, they could not 
problematise the necessary steps to translate those wishes into action, 
that is, to break the self-repeating patterns of the past with new actions 
that would attain a different reality: ‘We don’t know if we will get a 
health post here but every day we wake up we pray for it. Only God 
knows what is going to happen but we wish for the best for our village’ 
[S1I1DS   ].

At the beginning of the HRE programme, informants reported a blurry 
idea of how they could concretely work together to overcome the hard-
ship in which they survived. Through the programme, participants learnt 
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to conceptualise realistic and concrete expectations about what they could 
do and how. Freire (2002) noted that oppression limits people’s capacity 
to imagine an alternative to the oppression they are living in. In the HRE 
programme, participants shared possible alternative courses of action, 
they discussed and visualised them: ‘Now women talk about what they 
learned in class and about their fi nances and how they can help develop 
the village’ [S3I3AIB  ]. Participants had experience of a change during 
the classes and started visualising that change. In other words, partici-
pants developed the capacity to aspire to a different future. In class, they 
problematised local issues (conceptually located in the self-reproducing 
present) and collaborated towards possible solutions (to be reached in the 
future and breaking with the status quo). Mas in his last interview evoked 
the entirety of Appadurai’s theory in a brilliant comment:

Now that people have started to get an education, they can talk 
about starting a business, think about becoming teachers, doctors 
or whatever you want. If you are not educated you cannot think 
about this kind of stuff. [. . .] [People in the village] now have an 
imagination and think about doing things and make decisions for 
themselves. [S3I4MD   ]

In class, participants strengthened their capacity to exercise their voice, 
to debate and ‘oppose vital directions for collective social life as they 
wish[ed]’ (Appadurai 2004: 66). The HRE programme gave participants 
the opportunity to discuss local plausible alternatives to the current 
cultural hegemony, engaging with local social issues and norms. Par-
ticipants acquired a ‘navigational’ capacity, the capacity to aspire, with 
which they could enlarge their horizon of aspirations. In Appadurai’s 
terms, they challenged rituals of practice and procedures (i.e. social 
norms) and transformed those core norms, aspiring to a future where 
the cyclic reproduction of the status quo could be broken. In doing this 
together as a community in class, participants developed a collective 
asset, a communal capability.

Capacity to aspire and development of capabilities are closely con-
nected in a dialogic relation where the one fosters the other. Appadu-
rai showed that developing concrete capabilities moves the capacity to 
aspire ‘away from wishful thinking to thoughtful wishing’ (Appadurai 
2004: 82). In his terms, HRE facilitated the process by which participants 
in the classes in Galle Toubaaco transformed wishes for the future (that 
could be reached only by ‘praying to God’) into plans for the future to be 
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implemented through newly acquired capabilities (managing fi nances, 
meeting with other members and talking about, as Aisata [S3I3AIB ] 
said, ‘how they can help and develop the village’). In Galle Toubaaco, 
developing capacity to aspire set the preconditions for developing new 
skills. If a future that diverged with past patterns was possible, then 
participants could understand themselves developmentally: as learning 
new skills, that is, by expanding their set of capabilities.

EXPANDING FREEDOMS AND GAINING NEW CAPABILITIES

Sen (1999) argued that a holistic approach to development should aim 
at enhancing the substantive freedom that one person has to choose 
a life he or she values. In other words, development should widen the 
fi eld of alternative functioning combinations that a person can value 
doing or being, that is, the combinations of functionings that he or she 
can achieve. The evaluative emphasis of this approach can be either on 
what someone is able to do (realised functionings) or what real opportu-
nities he or she has (his or her capability set). Data show that participants 
in the programme expanded their freedoms in both understandings. 
As seen earlier, for instance, the capability set of now-women in Galle 
Toubaaco expanded to include their freedom to work and their freedom 
to participate in decision-making.

Nussbaum (2011) collaborated with Sen on the elaboration of the 
capability approach and further developed it, conceptualising 10 key 
capabilities that are likely to play an important role in human develop-
ment. Data show that, of these 10, three in particular have contributed 
to social change in Galle Toubaaco: affi liation, practical reason and con-
trol over the environment (recall I mentioned these three earlier on). 
Nussbaum (2011) defi ned affi liation as the capability to empathise with 
another person, and the capability to be treated as a human being wor-
thy of respect equal to that of others. Practical reason is the capability to 
engage critically in refl ection about the planning of one’s life. Control 
over the environment, fi nally, is understood as the capability to partici-
pate effectively in political choices infl uencing one’s life.

Affi liation was debated earlier in this research from a Freirian per-
spective: participants gathered together and understood other partici-
pants’ views on specifi c social issues, guided by experiential learning. In 
class, participants expanded their capacity for working together; they 
developed new social skills and grounded them on the traditional value 
of solidarity:
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People have changed, now people are going to school, women 
do things together and everyone in the village has become one. 
There wasn’t much unity amongst the people before but the 
Tostan classes have changed that. [S3I6SD  ]

Also, participants gained the other facet of the affi liation capability: the 
capacity to obtain and demand dignifi ed respect. Among the aspirations 
expressed before the beginning of the programme, informants included 
the hope of learning how to behave in public and the desire to obtain 
comfort within old and new roles they assumed or might assume in 
the future. Participants not only developed public speaking skills, they 
also learnt how to take on a public role and demand respect for it. For 
instance, before the programme, both male and female informants 
described women as ontologically shy. In class, women learnt how 
to speak out and how to ‘look at other people in the eyes’ [S3I12AS  ]. 
Namely, women experimented with a different role – that of talkers 
and politically active members – and obtained social respect for those 
new roles. They developed, together with other participants, affi liation 
in its deeper meaning: ‘being able to be treated as a dignifi ed being 
whose worth is equal to that of others’ (Nussbaum 2011: 34). Affi liation 
contributed to social change as it built reciprocal respect among com-
munity members. It allowed participants to be infl uential in the local 
decision-making processes (i.e. to play a role in the control over their 
environment) and, in doing so, it made them able to export to the village 
level the moral choices made critically in the class (i.e. by exercising 
practical reason).

Practical reason is the capability to ‘form a conception of the good 
and engage in critical refl ections about the planning of one’s life’ 
(Nussbaum 2011: 34). As seen in the analysis of the programme, HRE 
classes in Galle Toubaaco triggered participants’ debate about just and 
unjust behaviours and practices. Participants gave shape to a com-
mon understanding of what they considered morally acceptable. Most 
importantly, participants shared individual tenets and summoned a 
moral programme of actions that (as seen in the next section) became 
a public evaluative tool for community members’ behaviours. As also 
seen earlier, references to this moral dimension of the HRE programme 
are overwhelming in the interviews:

A lot of people do something because they don’t know but if they 
learn what they are doing is bad they will stop doing it. [S2I10AIB ]
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Tostan has something to do with it, people are much more 
aware of the world around them; they know what is right and 
what is wrong and you understand what you can and can’t do. 
[. . .] It’s like being awakened from sleep, people knew the differ-
ence between right and wrong but didn’t know how to express 
themselves. [S3I6SD  ]

Many people knew what to do but didn’t do it anyway but the 
Tostan classes helped push everyone to do what’s right because 
it brought everyone together in one place to talk about it. [The 
class] made people aware that some of the things we were doing 
were not right and for those who already know that discrimina-
tion was wrong express themselves better and be able to speak 
out. [S3I7OB  ]

The classes gave participants the opportunity to formulate individual 
moral beliefs and ‘speak out’, share them with the rest of the class. Then, 
on a moral stance that became public by virtue of its public acceptance, 
the class reasoned together on how to change what they did not like, 
in other words, on how to overturn the social status quo and make 
it consistent with the new moral envisioning. They engaged in a criti-
cal refl ection on their daily practices (e.g. child and forced marriages), 
shared their moral views on those practices – encouraged by the discus-
sion on human rights (girls should not be discriminated against or mar-
ried so early) – and engaged in changing those practices (deciding to 
abandon CFM in the class and bring up the issue at village meetings) by 
taking the issues that came up in the class to the political places where 
power could be exercised, that is, participating in decision-making or 
exercising control over their environment.

Control over environment has been defi ned by Nussbaum as ‘being 
able to participate effectively in political choices that govern one’s life’ 
(2011: 34). Reasons explaining the relevance of this capability for social 
change are almost self-evident: participating in decision-making is the 
most direct opportunity people have to reform and infl uence the social 
status quo. The previous chapter analysed a shift in how community 
members reframed their participation in decision-making during and 
after the HRE programme. Participants took part in decision-making 
in class, experimenting with roles they did not have the opportunity to 
experience before.

In this process, women were particularly important for initiating 
social change. The human development approach builds on feminist 
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development literature – from Boserup’s work (1970) to more recent 
authors (e.g. Kuiper and Sap 1995) – identifying women as dynamic 
agents for change that can positively infl uence both men’s and wom-
en’s lives. For instance, women’s political action can impact on the life 
of the community in terms of child survival and reducing fertility rates 
(Sen 1990, 1999). Women in Galle Toubaaco contributed to the deci-
sion-making process and to control over the environment by talking 
and taking positions in village meetings and assemblies. From Sen’s 
perspective, women’s participation in decision-making processes is to 
be understood as a step forward towards a leadership shared by both 
genders that would foster social change and contribute to community 
members’ human development.

THE INTERACTIVE PROCESS BETWEEN TWO COMMUNITIES 
OF PRACTICE

The process of interaction between the class and the village is one 
of diffusion of the new knowledge and the new understanding of 
the community developed in the class. Participants brought that new 
knowledge into the village by sharing it with non-participants:

It’s nice because I am not participating in the class but I am learn-
ing from them. Sometimes after class they all get together and 
talk about what they learned and exchange ideas. [S2I1SB  ]

Sometimes when my friends who are taking the class talk about 
what they learned I get into the conversation and ask questions. 
[S2I12ABM ]

They [participants] told me about things they learned in class 
and how things can change, they didn’t talk about this kind of 
stuff before, all this started after the Tostan classes came here. 
[S3I4MD  ]

When I get home from class every day I sit down with friends 
and family talk about what I learned that day. [S3I7OB  ]

Once I get home I talk a lot about the class. [S2I10AIB]
The classes changed everyone. Every time people come to class 

and learn something new, after getting home they share what 
they learned with their family and friends. So even if you weren’t 
in class, you were still learning something from the people who 
are taking the classes whether it’s a family member or a friend. 
[S3I1DS   ]
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It [discrimination] has been talked about in class and it has 
been talked about in the village and now everyone knows about 
it [. . .] Anyone who wanted to take the class but wasn’t able to, 
I will talk to them and teach them things I learned. [S2I9AB ]

The post-structuralist analysis of learning offered by Lave and Wenger 
(1991) suggests that learning processes cannot be separated from the 
context in which they are situated. Communities of practices exist 
everywhere there are human beings and learning processes. The rural 
community of Galle Toubaaco can be understood as a CoP as a whole, 
where adults would be the old members (situated in various positions 
of centrality) and children the newcomers moving from the periphery 
to the centre as they show adherence to social practices and behaviours 
in place. The class, as seen in Chapter 6, also became a CoP.

Social interaction in class broke the traditional social schemata (and 
processes of gaining legitimacy) that participants experienced in the 
CoP-village. The facilitator and the curriculum (exposed through key 
instructional strategies) restructured membership relations within the 
CoP-class. Participants legitimated their full membership reciprocally, 
they reframed together their conditions as newcomers with the facilita-
tor being the unique old member of the CoP-class, and encouraging 
participants to move from peripheral to more central positions. Partici-
pants broke social structures inherited from the external CoP-village 
and experienced being part of the new CoP-class. Here, they legitimised 
their old membership in the process of understanding their potential to 
do so: learning to speak, to listen, to represent others and to take deci-
sions. In other words, participants became full members of a brand new 
community by self-legitimising their membership.

The relationship between the CoP-class and the CoP-village played 
an important role in the social change process. Every day, after the class, 
participants re-entered the CoP-village to take their social role into 
that CoP. The class, however, opened the horizon of social possibili-
ties to alternative courses of action. Participants, strong in the new role 
acquired in the CoP-class and recreating that CoP in the CoP-village 
(‘they all get together and talk’: [S2I1SB  ]), could challenge member-
ship legitimation in the CoP-village. Traditionally, in the CoP-village 
old members granted full membership only to those complying with 
the status quo in place, and thus replicated that status quo.

Participants reframed that status quo in class and challenged 
membership dynamics in the community by a process of diffusion 

5567_Cislaghi.indd   2315567_Cislaghi.indd   231 14/08/17   4:47 PM14/08/17   4:47 PM



232 Helpful Development

of the new dynamics of the CoP-class to the CoP-village. Lave and 
Wenger’s (1991) theory on situated learning can help understand 
relational dynamics infl uencing social change. Expanding on their 
theory, data seem to suggest that not only is learning situated in a 
context, but that different forms of learning can intertwine with non-
formal learning processes in place and hence infl uence that context, 
creating the conditions for a change in the status quo. According 
to what the data from my research suggest, learning is indeed situ-
ated in a context that reproduces learning dynamics and processes 
of membership. However, diverging learning experiences seem to 
challenge that context so that traditional forms of legitimation are 
deconstructed and new dynamics enter the relationship between 
members. Looking at social change from a legitimate peripheral par-
ticipation theory perspective, I showed that two CoPs interacted in 
Galle Toubaaco, reframing the dynamics regulating roles (forms of 
membership) and access to them within the learning context. In this 
process, the shift in participants’ understanding of self and of others, 
as analysed in the research, played a key role. Participants’ outlooks 
were infl uenced by the attitudes that the widening of their horizon of 
alternatives and capabilities fostered.

A PEOPLE-CENTRED INDIRECT APPROACH TO 
HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

Sen (1999) argued that established traditions can be followed with-
out an express deliberative act. His analysis of ‘human development 
as freedom’ requires, as a basic condition, people’s freedom to par-
ticipate actively in the democratic processes of a given community. 
Tradition, though, can enforce social practices limiting people’s par-
ticipation in those processes and – as a consequence – restrict their 
freedoms; that is, limiting their human development (Sen 1999). 
While people should be allowed to decide what tradition they wish 
to follow, that decision should be free and rational, the risk being 
that tradition might become a source of unfreedom. In social norms 
terms, community members’ participation in decision-making can be 
limited by persistent social norms upheld by shared mental schemata 
that, in turn, are caused by the self-reproducing daily experience of 
the life of that given community.

In Galle Toubaaco, certain sectors of the society had experience of 
a traditional limited participation in decision-making. The status quo 
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reproduced itself by limiting community members’ opportunities to 
unveil invisible power dynamics by creating experiences that diverged 
from the current status quo and developing the capacity to visualise 
a different future. Community members lacked the capabilities neces-
sary to problematise the complexities of the process through which to 
instantiate that future into a series of actions.

HRE engaged participants in imagining a better future for their 
community, motivating them to learn how to realise those aspirations. 
In the learning process, participants experienced an alternative reality 
and different courses of action. The classes evoked traditional values 
through which participants examined social practices and elaborated 
possible alternatives. Participants broadened their capacity to aspire, 
thinking developmentally about themselves, their family and the vil-
lage. The human rights curriculum framed their values in a concrete 
series of examples, through which participants made sense of human 
rights in their context, vernacularising them. In class, they discussed 
the pros and cons of the alternative reality triggered by human rights 
through nonformal learning strategies that showed relationships of 
power and oppression. Schema-inconsistent behaviours were made 
public, and local values were brought into coherence with one another 
and with international human rights. Social practices were publicly 
redrafted, consistent with new mental schemata and the new human 
rights knowledge.

Then, participants took that knowledge out, beyond the class: they 
learnt to take on a public role and to teach others by example. They 
participated in decision-making and became ambassadors of a new 
CoP (that of participants in the class) within their original rural com-
munity. They diffused the new knowledge by talking with others and 
by behaving according to the new understanding of themselves and 
the world developed in class. Participants, then, challenged invisible 
power dynamics that prevented some of them from accessing visible 
and hidden powers by challenging the source of unfreedom that lim-
ited their participation in public decision-making. In other words, they 
became protagonists of the human development of their community. 
Human rights education helped participants in overcoming social 
obstacles to the empowerment of their community and fostered their 
human development.

This approach to development showed consistency with indirect 
autonomy-respecting assistance. Rather than supplying motivation to 
participants, the HRE programme started with their existing motivations 

5567_Cislaghi.indd   2335567_Cislaghi.indd   233 14/08/17   4:47 PM14/08/17   4:47 PM



234 Helpful Development

and supplied assistance to the development of their own capabilities 
and freedoms, in the direction that they deemed useful and necessary. 
The problem-posing approach to education implemented by Tostan 
used what Ellerman (2006) defi ned as an indirect form of development 
assistance from three perspectives.

First, it started from where community members were: rather than 
trying to transform the current ‘retrograde’ or ‘evil’ institutions, the class 
gave participants knowledge and experience to improve the status quo 
where they deemed its fl aws lay. Freire argued that problem-posing 
education is organised by the students’ understanding of their world 
‘where their own generative themes are found’ (1970: 101).

Second, it saw the world through the eyes of participants: rather 
than applying a one-size-fi ts-all banking education, suggesting to 
students the right answers, the programme offered guidance on how 
answers could be generated and on the processes that would assist the 
emergence of themes that mattered in participants’ world. The dialogi-
cal education implemented gave participants the opportunity to see the 
status quo as problematic and helped them conceptualise local chal-
lenges in human rights terms. Freire argued that an educator cannot 
think for others or without them. The thematic investigation can only 
happen as a coinvestigation that includes the educator and the par-
ticipant or learner (Freire 1970). Dewey, also, encouraged teachers to 
provide the conditions to stimulate thinking by taking a sympathetic 
attitude towards the activities of the learner where the roles of teacher 
and learners are inverted, with the teacher learning and the student 
teaching (Dewey [1916] 1966).

Third, the programme respected community members’ autonomy. 
In line with Freirian–Deweyan approaches to education and with 
Sen–Nussbaum approaches to development, this research suggests 
that transformation cannot be externally imposed. To Freire, authentic 
liberation is a praxis, such as community members’ action and refl ec-
tion on the world to transform it. Banking methods of domination 
cannot be used in the name of liberation, since liberation cannot be 
implemented by depositing it inside people as money is deposited 
in the bank (Freire 1970). Dewey also argued that pupils must have 
a genuine experience of their world, developing genuine problems 
and solving them using the information they are given and by testing 
their ideas through application (Dewey [1916] 1966). Sen (1999) and 
Nussbaum (2011) argued that human development is people-driven 
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and people-centred, that its protagonists should also be the actors of 
the necessary social change.

Due to their funding needs, international development bodies 
are interested in having quantitative results quickly. I suggest that in 
‘indirect human development’ terms, this is not possible: real, effec-
tive development takes time to change local practices. People’s attitudes 
and motivations need to be sparked fi rst. Then communities need to 
publicly acknowledge those changes, to develop the capacity to aspire 
to a different future, and to foster freedoms and capabilities necessary to 
identify problems that might prevent their aspirations from happening. 
Knowledge-based autonomy-respecting development programmes 
substitute external incentives with the generation of internal motiva-
tions that can drive change led by the protagonists of that change. Indi-
rect approaches like the one analysed in this book are likely to show 
quantitatively measurable results over time, but are much more likely to 
foster people’s human development in its real meaning than externally 
imposed programmes.

CONCLUSION

A process of social change took place in Galle Toubaaco. The problem-
posing pedagogical approach ignited participation and fostered the 
emergence of the themes that mattered to participants. The human 
rights content guided that emergence, by suggesting different perspec-
tives for looking critically at the social status quo. New experiences in 
the class (such as the women gaining public speaking skills) challenged 
old cognitive understandings of the status quo and allowed individu-
als to reframe new views of what being a community member means. 
Now-women emerged, for instance, as a new understanding of self 
and others that challenged norms of silence and subjugation. The new 
cognitive understanding moved from an individual process to the pub-
lic sphere of the village. The interaction between two CoPs clashing 
about rules of membership resulted in a new understanding of invis-
ible power relations at the public level. Community members together 
had experience of the change happening (a cleaner village, women 
talking, a microfi nance project, people talking about human rights) 
and also, most importantly, saw others seeing that change. New social 
norms stretched members’ roles and relationships shaped by invisible 
power relations. Because invisible power dynamics were challenged, 
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community members could also challenge visible and hidden power 
dynamics, widening participation in decision-making and the setting 
of the political agenda. The human rights programme offered partici-
pants the opportunity to gently redirect self-reproducing dynamics so 
that they included new possible historical trajectories.

The conclusions of the research, offered in the next, last chapter of the 
book, suggest that research should address how HRE can challenge how 
people make sense of self, others and their social reality by integrating 
theories of invisible power dynamics, anthropological cognitivism, theo-
ries of problem-posing education that challenge cultural hegemonies, 
social norm theories and human development.
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Chapter 8

CONCLUSION

You might be asking yourself: what changes followed the Tostan pro-
gramme in Galle Toubaaco in the longer term? Long-term changes 
have been reported elsewhere (Cislaghi et al. 2016; Diop et al. 2008); I 
did not remain long enough in Galle Toubaaco to observe the longer-
term changes that might have followed the Tostan programme there. 
I did visit Galle Toubaaco at a later point, though. It was January 2016, 
almost six years after the beginning of the HRE classes. We had been 
driving across the dunes for a few hours and, having got lost a couple 
of times, we had decided to ask for directions from a man, who jumped 
in the car and took us to the village. By the time we made it there, night 
had fallen. As I got out of the car, I thought we had arrived in the wrong 
place; right in front of me was a big concrete building that I had never 
seen before. I was getting back in the car when my adoptive son, Alpha, 
came running to greet us, with his entire family after him. It was a night 
of tea, chatting and laughing. They told me that, when the CEP fi nished, 
they wanted to have more education, so they lobbied the government 
to have a school. Many children were studying there; Alpha could now 
speak a good deal of French, and I could see in the eyes of his mother 
and father how proud they were.

I do not have evidence that would help understand the extent to 
which the Tostan programme had contributed to that change – nor I 
can engage in the complex task of debating whether it is right to ask 
traditionally nomadic populations to settle in the same place for their 
children to go to school or not. However, if the data and anecdotes 
collected by Tostan’s internal evaluation team are representative (e.g. 
Cisse et al. 2016), it is likely that the CEP somehow did contribute to 
that change.
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SOCIAL CHANGE IN GALLE TOUBAACO: GENDER RELATIONS, 
POWER BALANCE AND HARMFUL PRACTICES

This book has revealed how a human rights education programme 
engaged participants so that they became aware of the way in which 
they made sense of the world. Problematic themes emerged from criti-
cal dialogue, and tacit basic assumptions about their roles and relations 
in the community were challenged by the programme. In particular, this 
book studied an HRE programme carried out in Galle Toubaaco, a rural 
West African community. It did so to understand its potential contribu-
tion to community members’ processes of reconsideration of the local 
social reality. This research explored three aspects of the rural commu-
nity: gender roles and relations, access to decision-making, and two 
harmful practices (child and forced marriages, and child labour). This 
book has demonstrated that human rights education had an impact 
on the daily life of a rural community in Senegal in terms of relational 
dynamics, understanding of self and others, and active participation in 
decision-making processes.

The fi rst question that guided my research asked how participants 
in an HRE programme understood gender roles and relations in their 
community before and after that programme. Before the programme, 
gender roles and relations impacted negatively on the lives of com-
munity members – and especially on women’s lives – in human rights 
and human development terms. A gendered distribution of labour and 
different marriage patterns infl uenced access to key resources, identi-
fi ed as labour resources (income, knowledge and services) and mar-
riage resources (land and relational networks). Labour and marriage 
resources granted men economic and social power and hindered wom-
en’s capacity to conceptualise alternative courses of action by structur-
ing invisible power dynamics and social norms regulating members’ 
ability to understand them as such and to change them. Dialectically, 
access to those resources impacted on participants’ understanding of 
gender roles and relations, circularly reproducing patterns of gender 
inequality. Women in the household learnt to respect the patriarchal 
authority (the father’s fi rst and then the husband’s) as absolute and 
unquestionable.

During the programme, women and men coinvestigated possible dif-
ferent roles by looking at their social reality from a human rights perspec-
tive. The problem-posing approach motivated the emergence of critical 
understandings of existing social patterns regulating gender roles and 
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relations. Also, through participative pedagogy, women realised their 
public speaking potential and experience; what Gaventa (2003) called a 
series of growing successes against the existing biases and prejudices. 
Women’s growing confi dence in their public speaking skills allowed 
them to contribute to village meetings.

In Chapter 6 I showed that, in informants’ understandings of 
women, a new semantic category emerged, that of the now-women. 
Now-women could access a new set of freedoms and capabilities. Com-
munity members acknowledged the ontological category of the now-
women and saw the concrete benefi t of its emergence for the entire 
village: a cleaner village, microfi nance projects and wider contributions 
to the meetings, among others. People’s awareness about women’s 
possible actions and capabilities changed. Gender roles in the family 
with the related division of labour remained mostly untouched. A dif-
ferent awareness of what women could do for the village changed the 
relationship between community members and stretched the horizon 
of possibilities, which in the future might result in further change with 
members addressing other gender inequalities.

In human development terms, the realisation of an expansion in 
people’s freedoms and capabilities represents the key challenge of com-
munities’ empowerment. Nussbaum (2000) argued in particular that 
unequal conditions for men and women to enhance their level of capa-
bilities is a problem of justice because it hinders the choice of central 
human functionings. Giving women a voice to help improve their lives 
(and the life of their community, as in the case of Galle Toubaaco) should 
be the priority of all development programmes, since it addresses global 
problems of gender inequality and social injustice. Women’s agency is 
critical in human development theory because it impacts on rural com-
munities as a whole. Sen (1999) argued that women are key agents of 
social change, especially in promoting child survival and reducing fertil-
ity rates; and Nussbaum (2011) suggested that seeking women’s justice 
through the development of their capabilities goes together with the 
more general approach of taking each person as an end, impacting on 
more just and dignifi ed living conditions.

The second question that this book answered, on how the classes 
challenged the public decision-making processes, required exploring who 
had access to and participated in the decision-making process of a given 
community before and after an HRE programme. At the various levels 
of Galle Toubaaco’s political structure, the male elders controlled visible 
and hidden power by deciding what could come under discussion in the 
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village and doing most of the talking in village meetings. This unequal 
distribution of power was seen as unproblematic by those who were dis-
advantaged by it.

The confi dence that women gained in the classes combined with 
the public speaking skills developed during the HRE programme. Also 
in class, participants were engaged in small tasks that required exercis-
ing democratic decision-making. All participants had the opportunity 
to become responsible for small assignments and could infl uence their 
fi nal outcomes (e.g. a sketch, reporting on what a small group said or 
organising other participants to carry out a piece of classwork). After the 
programme, the political organisation was untouched: male elders still 
occupied key political roles; however, women’s participation in public 
decision-making increased and young community members were seen 
by informants as having become more politically active.

Not all women and youths demonstrated the same capacity to 
access visible and hidden power after the programme. In addition, 
male and female young community members demonstrated different 
understandings of the ways in which they could contribute to the pub-
lic political life of the community, with the young men showing more 
conformism with the social status quo. In Freirian terms, this differ-
ence could be motivated by young men understanding their role as one 
of heirs to power, and thus seeing how convenient it was for them to 
conform with the social and political reality. However, in the data there 
was evidence of general wider public speaking and decision-making 
skills of community members who were previously at the margin of 
the public political sphere. Participation in the political life of the com-
munity is key in human rights and human development terms. Human 
rights law protects that participation and regards it as a standard of 
dignifi ed life. Human development theory argues that human beings 
must be given the opportunity to frame and give direction to their local 
reality (Nussbaum 2011; Sen 1999). Democratic participation in the 
decision-making processes is thus a fundamental feature of communi-
ties’ empowerment.

The third question asked what other human rights-relevant social 
practices participants in an HRE programme came to understand as 
harmful, and how they promoted their change. Evidence showed that 
two social practices harmed community members’ life from a human 
rights perspective and hindered their human development: child and 
forced marriages, and child labour. Child and forced marriage impacts 
on girls’ health, freedoms and capabilities. Before the programme, 
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informants described child marriages as not being forced. However, 
invisible household power dynamics hindered young girls’ capacity 
to refuse the husband that their parents had chosen for them. Child 
labour was instead seen as problematic because it hindered children’s 
health and schooling opportunities.

In the HRE programme, participants looked critically at those two 
social practices. Informants said they intended to abandon CFMs in the 
future. It can be speculated that if the intention diffuses to the entire 
marriage network, the practice will be effectively abandoned in the next 
generation. Child labour practices were in place because they helped 
families cope with their daily challenges. There was only a little evi-
dence of the intention to drop the practice, although there was wider 
evidence of the emergence of other child-protecting practices. Contrary 
to CFM, child labour does not bind rural communities together and is 
not upheld by relations in the social network, but has a tight link with 
the way in which families respond to the daily challenges that life in a 
rural area of West Africa presents to them. Informants’ statements evi-
dence the value they gave to education and their desire to send their 
children to school. The economic benefi ts coming from a new role for 
the women might in the future reduce the need to employ as many 
children in pastoral and agricultural work.

How did people achieve these individual and collective changes? 
Social norm theory argues that certain public behaviours are in place 
because their renegotiation requires collective action. People follow 
self-harming public behaviours because the individual withdrawal from 
a practice results in greater loss than compliance with it. Alternatively, 
individuals might comply with self-harming practices and behaviours 
because they do not see them as such. Human development theory 
argues, for instance, that traditions can be followed without express 
deliberative acts and that human development instead requires a delib-
erate and free process of coscientisation resulting in people’s informed 
actions (Sen 1999). Problem-posing pedagogy offered participants the 
tools to start that process of coscientisation: the dialogic nature of prob-
lem-posing education engaged participants in a critical understanding 
of their local practices and helped them problematise the world. New 
themes emerged in the classes that impacted on participants’ under-
standing of their local reality (e.g. the village emerged as dirty). In the 
human rights classes, participants looked at their local reality from a 
human rights perspective and used the abstract human rights knowl-
edge to examine their daily practices.
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In Galle Toubaaco, participants were exposed to experiences that 
were new to them: women gained self-confi dence and spoke in class, 
participation was democratic and decision-making was shared, women 
would address the men directly, and common dignity and equality were 
cited as new behavioural standards. The women discovered a new role, 
as talkers and decision-makers. The men acknowledged that role, rein-
forcing women’s new understanding of self. Participants’ capacity to 
aspire expanded: they envisioned a different future for themselves and 
others, and understood collaboration and equality as fundamental to 
reach that future. The new knowledge and understanding diffused from 
the class to the village. The concrete visible changes (e.g. the cleanli-
ness of the village and the human rights mantra I mentioned earlier) 
contributed to fostering the idea that the community and its members 
were also changing. Female participants, in particular, both saw them-
selves and were seen as different. Their new capabilities and public 
actions broke some diffused stereotypes (such as ‘women are shy’) and 
unlocked new possible ways of being: the now-women.

Galle Toubaaco is obviously not isolated from the rest of the world: a 
process of social change was already in motion, in the world around (and 
within) the village, due to several global, material and structural factors 
(such as the emerging global human rights ideology, world modernisa-
tion, women’s empowerment processes happening in the country, and 
the industrialisation and diffusion of the means of communication). 
The HRE programme, though, accelerated certain dynamics of social 
change and helped participants engage meaningfully and actively with 
the changing world around them. Let me draw an unusual comparison. 
Existential philosopher Arendt (1994, 2003) exhorted human beings to 
take on their personal responsibility under dictatorship. In her work, 
Arendt found a solution to the problem of telling right from wrong 
when the majority of the environment has ‘prejudged the issue’ (2003: 
50). People – Arendt said – do not usually oppose dictatorship because 
human beings are ontologically scared of taking on the responsibility 
of judging power as wrong, as doing that might expose them to mock-
ery and derision. I suggest that in Galle Toubaaco, participants have 
together overcome that fear, unveiling and then opposing themselves 
to the dictatorship of certain social norms. They could challenge what 
they thought was the morality of the majority because they built in the 
classroom a new moral thought, taking on new moral responsibilities 
together, as a group. Participants dismissed what Arendt (2003) called 
‘superior orders’ by understanding, naming and shaming ‘dictators’ 
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(using Arendt’s words metaphorically) they had stopped listening to: 
unhealthy social norms and unjust invisible power dynamics. In doing 
this, they gained self-confi dence and pride, they gained ‘the honour 
of man: not perhaps of mankind, but of the status of being human’ 
(Arendt 2003: 65).

A THEORY OF CHANGE FOR THE CEP: THREE STEPS 
FOR SOCIAL CHANGE

A comprehensive theory of change for the Tostan programme has been 
described elsewhere (Cislaghi et al. 2016, 2017; Gillespie and Melching 
2010). Here, I provide a shorter and simpler version of that theory, draw-
ing on both my own fi ndings and those of Cislaghi et al. (2016).

First Step: Motivation

Through the HRE classes, the Tostan programme offers participants 
a critical curriculum they can use to problematise the status quo and 
uncover socio-political problems in their community that matter to 
them. After the HRE classes, the CEP also presents participants with 
information on a variety of topics like, just to cite a few: health, hygiene, 
project management, literacy, numeracy and democracy. These new 
classes equip participants with the knowledge they need to continue 
effectively the process of problematisation that begins in the HRE 
classes. With new knowledge about health, for instance, lack of vac-
cination or poor handwashing become issues calling for urgent action.

Next, participants’ discussions about the future they envision for 
their community help them reconcile individual and collective aspi-
rations; individual (old and new) hopes and desires fi nd expression 
in the future participants envision together. Not only do participants 
identify existing problems and challenges to address, they also share a 
vision of how that could be done and where doing so would take them. 
That vision is already motivational in itself, but it also increases moti-
vation as participants’ self- and collective effi cacies expand and they 
come to believe they can actually achieve it. Recall that self- and col-
lective effi cacies are one’s beliefs that one is capable of putting in place 
the necessary actions to achieve a certain outcome alone (individually) 
and with others as a group (collectively) (Bandura 1995). As partici-
pants begin to enact change in their own lives and in the community 
at large (e.g. by cleaning up the village), the idea that they are indeed 
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capable as both individuals and as a group to make change happen 
motivates them towards doing more to achieve further change: seeing 
is believing (Cislaghi et al. 2016).

Second Step: Deliberation

The classes that help participants uncover and recognise collective 
motivations for change also offer participants a space where they can 
deliberate on what they should do to achieve that change. The Tostan 
programme equips participants with the skills they need to conduct 
effective democratic deliberations, public speaking being the most 
important for that purpose. Also important are the project manage-
ment skills that participants use to realise their aspirations: Tostan 
trains participants in creating and implementing collaborative action 
plans to achieve the change they have envisioned. As they do so, then, 
norms within the class begin to shift: norms on who takes decisions, on 
who leads and participates in the public discussions, and on who covers 
leadership and management roles, for instance.

As the programme progresses, participants begin to deliberate 
outside of the classroom, both privately and publicly, with other non-
participating community members as well: men, women, youths, 
leaders, and other key infl uencers or community workers. As they do 
so, effectively applying the public speaking skills rehearsed in class, 
more people become motivated to enact the actions requested to 
achieve positive change.

Third Step: Action

As the group of motivated agents of change expands and integrates 
community members who did not participate in the classes, they begin 
to carry out the actions they agreed on to achieve both individual and 
collective change (e.g. child vaccination, lobbying the government or 
public cleaning). As they do so, not only do people recognise that life 
conditions in the village are improving, they also see themselves as 
different, both as they themselves refl ect on their new achievements 
and through the eyes of the outsiders who visit the changing village. 
Visitors become mirrors for community members to refl ect on the 
change happening within themselves, as well as in their community. 
As change agents recognise the positive outcomes of their work, their 
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and observers’ motivation grows more; the group expands further to 
incorporate new community members. New positive social norms 
emerge that are sealed by public events, some formal (e.g. a public 
declaration of abandonment of child marriage) and others informal 
(e.g. women speaking in public and nobody daring to tell them to 
shush). Since, as seen earlier, norms often exert infl uence through 
negative sanctions for non-compliers, when people witness everyone 
abiding by the new norm, most do not have an interest in diverging 
from the new acceptable behaviour.

COMPARING THE TOSTAN MODEL: THREE CASE STUDIES

The literature on community-led development is vast, and its review 
goes beyond the purpose of this book. Many NGOs use community 
conversations for facilitating social change, but very few of them imple-
ment an integrated programme that unfolds over three or more years, 
and that helps communities achieve their own vision by increasing col-
lective well-being (as Tostan does). In this book, we have also seen that 
the Tostan programme has some critical limitations, the most important 
being its limited applicability. It is not known how the CEP would work 
on a large scale or in urban contexts, and other models seem just as 
promising. Interestingly, some of these promising models embody in 
different ways the three steps described above (motivation, deliberation 
and action for change). Here, I examine three promising programmes 
(some of which operate in contexts similar to Tostan’s), looking at what 
can be learnt as they are compared with the CEP. The three programmes 
I look at (Abriendo Oportunidades, SASA! and VAMP) work to achieve 
greater gender equality in three different continents (South America, 
Africa and Asia, respectively).

Abriendo Oportunidades

The Abriendo Oportunidades programme, implemented in Guatemala 
by a group of community-based organisations coordinated by Popula-
tion Council, aims to improve the life of Mayan girls aged 8–18 liv-
ing in Guatemala’s rural and poorest communities. In the country, the 
quasi-totality of the Mayan population has limited access to basic ser-
vices: water, health and schooling. Most Mayan girls also experience 
child marriage and (unsurprisingly, as the two are often related) school 
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drop-out, which makes them Guatemala’s most vulnerable population 
(Catino et al. 2012; Rogow et al. 2013).

Key in the programme are the girls-only clubs, one for girls aged 8–12 
and one for girls aged 13–18 in each community. The clubs meet weekly 
and are mentored by local women (aged 18–25) trained by the imple-
menting NGOs. The activities follow a set curriculum; each month, the 
fi rst two weeks provide important information and knowledge to girls 
(e.g. on their rights and health), the third week is recreational and the 
last aims to build girls’ life skills (Rogow et al. 2013). The programme 
has gone through many revisions. In its last iteration, practitioners have 
included an envisioning activity at the beginning of the curriculum. 
Girls are asked to imagine what rights they would grant to all if they 
were establishing a new community (Rogow et al. 2013). The envision-
ing process, reminiscent of Tostan’s, proved itself to be effective:

The girls identifi ed the right to shoes. We thus realized that by 
being more concrete, this approach did not assume that the girls’ 
priorities were necessarily the same things that facilitators and 
programme managers were thinking. By allowing the girls to 
start where they were, it opened a door for them to think critically 
and discuss their needs. (Rogow et al. 2013: 162)

The meetings that follow the envisioning process aim to increase girls’ 
self-esteem, expand their aspirations, strengthen relations amongst them, 
provide them with critical life skills, and equip them with knowledge on 
sexual and reproductive health. Girls graduating from the programme 
become mentors, and establish regional and national networks. The pro-
gramme is currently being evaluated through a randomised controlled 
trial run by Population Council, but preliminary internal evaluations 
(conducted in 2007 and 2011) suggest that the programme is helping 
participating girls remain longer at school, achieve better grades, fi nd 
paid employment, delay age of marriage and fi rst child, and have higher 
self-effi cacy and self-esteem than non-participating girls (Population 
Council 2009).

As this promising programme expands and evolves, it might ben-
efi t from looking at Tostan’s approach to community engagement. Even 
though Abriendo Oportunidades does work with community leaders, 
establishing contracts with them to commit to supporting girls in the 
programme, it falls short of working with the community at large. That 
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might be critical for its sustainable success; talking about the successes 
of the programme, one staff member recognised that the programme 
was not achieving as much in infl uencing girls’ contraceptive practices: 
‘Adolescents don’t do those things because it still involves a lot of infl u-
ence from our parents, friends, or even our boyfriends when we can’t 
negotiate with them’ (Wehr and Tum 2013: 139). Changing social expec-
tations and norms – the ‘infl uence’ parents and boyfriends are said to 
have in the previous quote – requires working with the entire network 
of people sustaining those expectations. Programmes that work to 
strengthen girls’ knowledge and skills to resist community expectations, 
but do not work with the rest of the community to change those expec-
tations, might increase confl ict and harm, instead of reducing them. 
Abriendo Oportunidades does strengthen girls’ peer networks, creating 
a space where girls’ individual aspirations can become collective plans 
in the peer group. But the programme could achieve more by expanding 
aspirations further so that they become aspirations and action priorities 
for boys, parents and other community stakeholders, too.

SASA!

SASA! is a community mobilisation approach designed by the NGO 
Raising Voices to prevent violence against women and HIV, freely avail-
able to any organisation willing to implement it. SASA! means ‘now’ 
in Kishwahili, but the name of the programme is also an acronym for 
its four phases: Start, Awareness, Support, Action. The programme was 
initially created to be implemented in the city of Kampala, Uganda, but 
since 2008 it has been implemented in over 25 countries (Heilman and 
Stich 2016; Raising Voices et al. 2015).

While Tostan uses human rights to frame community discussions 
on health and well-being, SASA! invites participants to have conver-
sations around power and power balances. In the fi rst phase, Start, an 
organisation planning to implement the SASA! programme trains its 
staff on power and gender equality. Staff members then select com-
munity and institutional activists that receive similar training. The 
training is motivational, similarly to what happens in the fi rst step of 
the Tostan model described above. In the second phase, Awareness, 
activists reach out to others in their communities and institutions to 
share their new understanding of power balance and gender rela-
tions. As that happens, new people join the movement for change and 
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begin to deliberate on the strategies required to achieve that change, 
similarly to what happens in Tostan’s organised diffusion process. The 
third phase, Support, strengthens community members’ skills and 
networks, encouraging them to support the change taking place in 
their settings. In the last phase, Action, community members try out 
together new behaviours and publicly celebrate change (similarly to 
what Tostan does with public declarations) (Kyegombe et al. 2014). The 
actions undertaken by community members and change activists do 
not follow a specifi c NGO-directed curriculum; they vary across set-
tings, allowing people to respond to the characteristics of the contexts 
where they are carrying out their efforts (Heilman and Stich 2016).

A recent evaluation suggested that a three-year implementation 
of the SASA! programme was successful in engaging both commu-
nities and government services, and, in turn, in shifting social norms 
sustaining violence against women (Abramsky et al. 2016). The SASA! 
programme generated much interest among scholars, donors and prac-
titioners as it is one of the few approaches that have been proven to 
be working in the urban setting to reduce violence against women 
(Abramsky et al. 2014).

Men and women participate together in SASA! activities, as happens 
in the Tostan classes. Similarly to what myself and others have found 
for the CEP (see earlier in this book), SASA! practitioners found that 
the mixed-gender learning increased both reciprocal understanding 
between men and women, as well as the diffusion of ideas among other 
men and women living in the intervention settings (Cislaghi et al. 2016; 
Raising Voices et al. 2015). Even though the mixed-gender approach 
seemed revolutionary when Tostan and others began to implement it in 
the early 1990s, today there is common agreement that it is a prereq-
uisite to achieving effective change in community norms (Jewkes et al. 
2015). Further, SASA!, as Tostan also does, includes a variety of meth-
ods to engage different community actors; just to cite a few: community 
conversations, door-to-door discussions and radio programmes.

Two features of SASA! are different from Tostan. The fi rst difference 
is in the approach to community work: SASA! integrates community 
engagement activities in its methods, while Tostan’s CEP embeds fea-
tures of full community leadership. SASA!’s community engagement 
methods serve a defi ned strategic objective (to reduce rates of violence 
against women and HIV) chosen by the NGO in the fi rst place. Tostan, 
instead, leaves communities free to decide where they should focus their 
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actions. In other words, while SASA! communities are engaged to act 
on a specifi c issue, Tostan’s communities lead their own development 
trajectories. The second difference between SASA! and Tostan is in the 
scope of their work. While SASA! focuses on violence and HIV, Tostan 
invites participants to fi nd strategies to achieve community well-being 
acting across several domains of community life and against the many 
challenges they face: economic, political, relational, and so on. Future 
interventions could study the SASA! method to understand whether its 
approach – that seems to be effective in the urban context, where Tostan 
as well as many other community-led NGOs have not yet worked as 
much – could be expanded to address a wider range of people-chosen 
aims through people-led actions.

VAMP

VAMP (Veshya Anyay Mukti Parishad) is an Indian sex-worker collec-
tive founded in 1995 by 50 members; in 2011, it already counted more 
than 5,000 members and had given origin to another four similar col-
lectives (Ratman 2015; VAMP/SANGRAM 2011). In the late 1980s, 
Meena Seshu, a former social worker and one of the VAMP founders, 
had been growing despondent with conventional approaches to help-
ing sex workers. Most of the challenges that sex workers faced were not 
known to or addressed by local social services. Three of the most press-
ing, and yet mostly overlooked, were maltreatment by the police, risk of 
contracting HIV and discrimination in the community (Cornwall 2016; 
Seshu and Pai 2014).

Seshu began by facilitating group meetings where sex workers could 
look critically at their own life conditions and identify common chal-
lenges (similarly to what happens in the fi rst months of the CEP). Even 
though they focused largely on HIV/AIDS, their concerns included 
other social, psychological and economic issues affecting their lives 
(VAMP/SANGRAM 2011). Sex workers deliberated together on what 
they could do to address those challenges, and enacted a threefold 
strategy to ameliorate their conditions: (1) persuading other community 
members; for instance, they would discuss with vegetable sellers, who 
previously discriminated against them, how sex workers are an impor-
tant source of revenue for them, and discriminating against them does 
not benefi t either the seller or the sex worker; (2) protesting at police 
stations and government offi ces and to politicians: marches of large 
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numbers of sex workers were episodic but very effective, to the point 
that VAMP would exercise infl uence over decision-makers even by just 
threatening to carry out a protest; and (3) exchanging favours with politi-
cians, local social organisations and the police to gain leverage over key 
stakeholders (Cornish et al. 2010).

The results of VAMP’s work are outstanding: they eradicated under-
age sex work in their communities, increased availability and quality 
of condoms for sex workers, established a safe hostel where they can 
continue their studies, reduced police abuse and violence, strengthened 
relationships of solidarity among community members, increased sex 
workers’ confi dence to call for help, and dramatically reduced com-
munity discrimination against them (Cornwall 2016). Cornwall (2016) 
identifi ed three steps that led to VAMP’s success, that resonate with the 
three steps I identifi ed above in the CEP: (1) developing critical con-
sciousness of their situations, which motivated them to act; (2) building 
trust and capacities to collaborate effectively, taking strategic decisions 
on the actions to pursue; and (3) enacting change in collaboration with 
key community stakeholders.

VAMP is a genuinely people-led initiative; their slogan – ‘Save us 
from the Saviours’ – embodies Ellerman’s important message: empow-
erment only comes from within and cannot be given by others (Ahmed 
and Seshu 2012; Cornwall 2016; Ellerman 2006). VAMP and Tostan 
are very different in their methods and activities, but they both try to 
help people identify common problems and collaborate to enact effec-
tive change strategies they have agreed upon together. VAMP seems 
to be a very promising model to facilitate the work of those groups 
that are homogenous for gender, class or other social conditions. In 
other contexts, self-organised community-based organisations might 
benefi t from integrating discussions on human rights and democracy 
(as in Tostan’s HRE classes) at the start of their work. In heterogeneous 
groups, strong power imbalances can infi ltrate group dynamics and 
capture the democratic spirit of the process. Without critical discussions 
about non-discrimination, equality and democratic decision-making, 
for instance, the power-holding elites could hijack the discourse and 
make sure that all decisions benefi t them in the fi rst place, perpetuating 
the same conditions of inequality that in turn generate the challenges 
that the group is trying to address.

VAMP’s is a truly inspiring model of indirect development. With their 
work, the VAMP collective is telling the world that not all sex workers 
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need or want to be rescued, and that many of them are capable of advo-
cating for their own rights and acting for their own well-being – an 
important message to those working to achieve global justice.

FOUR CONTRIBUTIONS TO THEORY AND PRACTICE OF 
INTERNATIONAL DEVELOPMENT

Findings from this research will be helpful to scholars and practitioners 
looking for models to enact indirect development theory that result in 
positive social improvement and higher gender equality. Here are four 
key messages that emerged from this research and that will help them 
in their work.

Indirect Development Can Be Enacted through Freirian Education

Human development theory can be used for an indirect approach to 
development that empowers people with the agency they need to 
change their social reality. Rather than nannying people’s choices, 
development programmes should create conditions for people to take 
informed, responsible decisions through which they can direct their 
private and public life (Nussbaum 2011; Sen 1999). In this process, 
education is critical because it enables access to other freedoms and 
capabilities: ‘a person may benefi t from education [. . .] in being able to 
choose in a more informed way, in being taken more seriously by others 
and so on’ (Sen 1999: 194). Even though Sen understood the impor-
tance of education for human development, he did not acknowledge 
the specifi c potential of problem-posing education as a tool to spark 
new critical understanding of the local reality and help people lead the 
social change process.

Ellerman (2006) pushed Sen’s approach further, looking at simi-
lar people-led programmes as models of ‘indirect’ development, that 
is: programmes that do not help people but rather ‘help people help 
themselves’. He acknowledged the importance of education as a tool 
for critical refl ection, but his work lacks an understanding of how 
Freirian problem-posing education can be implemented to foster indi-
rect human development; it lacked a model of operationalisation.

I suggest that Ellerman’s model can be enacted through the Freirian 
problem-posing approach to nonformal participative education (1970). 
Problem-posing education fosters the emergence of the themes that 
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matter for the participants (their problems), making them protagonists 
of their future. Freire’s approach could be implemented in a human 
rights framework to facilitate the emergence of generative themes that 
matter to participants, by offering them an alternative perspective from 
which to read their local reality. This book contributes to these theories 
by offering an educational model at the grassroots level that embod-
ies an indirect approach to human development. The model suggests 
that Freirian problem-posing education can help community members 
develop motivation to address local social injustices and work together 
to infl uence their social and political environments.

Nonformal Human Rights Education Can Facilitate Transformative 
Change at the Cognitive and Social Level

Nonformal approaches to human rights education are said to have 
behavioural change potential (Amnesty International 2011; Bajaj 
2011; Bajaj et al. 2016; Flowers et al. 2000, 2007; Tibbits 2002). How-
ever, there is not much in the literature about the cognitive and social 
processes that can result from critical exposure to a nonformal human 
rights education programme. Cognitive schema theory and social 
norms theory were used in this research to understand the dynamics of 
social change that followed the human rights education programme. 
Participants and other community members came to develop new 
understandings of self and others, overriding or modifying previously 
existing collective schemas regulating their social roles and relation-
ships. In enacting those new roles, they challenged existing social and 
gender norms, eventually achieving their renegotiation. The public 
enactment of new behaviours and social practices challenged indi-
viduals’ schemas, both of participating and non-participating commu-
nity members, forcing community members to integrate those new, 
initially exceptional, behaviours within their understanding of what is 
acceptable and ‘normal’.

Fostering a Core Community of Motivated Individuals First Helps 
Achieve Change on a Larger Scale Later

Theorists who studied CoPs acknowledged the existence of a constel-
lation of CoPs in the same context (Lave and Wenger 1991; Wenger 
et al. 2002). A rural community can host different CoPs: male adoles-
cents, farmers, power holders, amongst many possible others. Tostan 
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created a new community, among class participants, where rules of 
behaviour were renegotiated democratically. Its members were confi -
dent in each other and together enacted a strategy of change in their 
community, by both publicly enacting new behaviours and motivat-
ing non-participating members to join them in those new behaviours. 
The strategy proved effective: non-participating members joined in the 
movement for change and strengthened participants’ new actions and 
confi dence. Lave and Wenger’s theory does not fully explain how a 
‘deviant’ CoP hosted by or included in a wider one can infl uence pat-
terns of knowledge of the wider community. My research suggests that 
the way members of the smaller communities renegotiate their mem-
bership and develop self-confi dence can infl uence relations among 
members in the wider community, reframing behavioural rules and 
members’ outlook on reciprocal roles and relationships.

From a more theoretical standpoint, my fi ndings contribute to CoP 
theory as they offer an understanding of the role that power plays in 
the interaction between different CoPs. Lave and Wenger were aware 
that power relations can enable or hinder access to the social practices 
of a community (Contu and Willmott 2003; Lave and Wenger 1991). 
They also acknowledged that ‘unequal relations of power must be 
included more systematically in our analysis’ (Lave and Wenger 1991: 
42). An analysis of those relations is instead prominent in my research. 
Gaventa’s (2006) understanding of power was used in this research, 
together with social norms theory, to give an understanding of how 
learning and power processes intertwined in the lives of the people 
living in Galle Toubaaco. The work emerged as a point of departure, 
rather than one of arrival, and suggests future research in the same 
direction.

Changing Social Norms Requires Understanding Dynamics of 
Power and Helping People Renegotiate Them

In accessing available resources and in responding to the challenges 
that life in their environment presents, communities of human beings 
negotiate behavioural norms that regulate social roles and power rela-
tions among them. There are many potential social solutions to those 
challenges, each resulting in a social equilibrium of some sort and 
defi ning appropriate behaviours in each context. Human beings in a 
community settle, over time, in one of the many possible social equilib-
ria. Sometimes, the social equilibrium might offer effective solutions to 
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people’s social problems, and yet grant freedoms and power unequally. 
For instance, responding to danger of rape, a community might have 
settled in a social equilibrium where women never leave the household 
alone, so that, over time, the women who do leave the household alone 
are not considered respectable – that is, there is a social norm against 
women leaving the household.

Norms exist that assign power to some and not to others. Norms 
around power might persist over time because of spontaneous pro-
cesses and/or because power holders consciously enforce them. Spon-
taneously, norms around power might sustain the power equilibrium 
by excluding from the decision-making process those who could 
threaten the equilibrium, even when power holders are not consciously 
invested in maintaining the equilibrium as it is. On the other hand, 
power holders might also have an active interest in protecting norms 
that grant power to them. Changing social norms requires unlocking 
people’s awareness of how those norms limit participation of some in 
the decision-making process, and helping the powerless and power 
holders work together for the improvement of their life conditions. As 
revealed in this book, in Galle Toubaaco that process was initiated by a 
critical human rights education programme.

FUTURE RESEARCH TRAJECTORIES

Due to its scope and very nature, my research did not fully explore the 
complexities of the processes that create and reproduce invisible power 
dynamics. However, the implications of those processes for the human 
development of men and women in rural communities emerged as crit-
ical and pointed at future research trajectories that could integrate this 
conceptual framework with other critical approaches.

This study suggests that the microanalysis of how people behave as 
they absorb new information and the way in which they dialogue criti-
cally about their social reality can have implications for other fi elds of 
research. In particular, this research calls for an understanding of similar 
issues from the point of view of those critical theorists and sociologists 
who are studying the lived world, the connections between human 
beings, and how they contribute to socially constructing it and to chal-
lenging these constructions. I suggest that further research should 
explore indirect approaches that can offer communities the opportunity 
to engage in a dialogue about what they understand as threatening the 
well-being of their members. Research must explore how community 
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members can be offered the space to discuss if (and how) to address 
those conditions.

In HRE, the self is empowered, but in the context of the community. 
As individual consciousness shifts, the whole consciousness of the class 
shifts. From being passive recipients of social norms that have been 
handed down to them, people become critical observers fi rst, and then 
teachers of others and politically active community members. Most of 
the models available do not engage with the complexity of this dou-
ble-faceted empowerment; this research calls for an exploration of a 
new model that can make sense of community-led empowerment that 
breaks the reproduction of an unjust status quo. As the people living in 
Galle Toubaaco demonstrated, human rights education offers a peda-
gogical model that addresses the worries of both those concerned with 
the relative nature of human rights and those that rightfully want to 
address local issues of social justice. We should now use these insights 
to inform interventions on a larger scale and, as we do so, increase our 
understanding of how we can best achieve greater justice for women 
and men globally.
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NOTES

1. An exclusive interview with Barbie Savior can be found at <https://culture-
stories.co/meet-africas-barbie-savior/> (last accessed 12 June 2017) and 
The Guardian newspaper online hosts 11 of the best aid parodies at <http://
www.theguardian.com/global-development-professionals-network/2014/
dec/19/11-of-the-best-aid-parodies> (last accessed 12 June 2017).

2. In the word ‘Fulܦe’, the hooked b represents a labial implosive stop b.
3. The government of Macky Sall effectively abolished the Senate in Septem-

ber 2012 (Allison 2012).
4. Identifi ers for participants’ quotes include: (1) the moment of the interview 

(S1: before the HRE classes; S2: during the HRE classes; and S3: at the end 
of the HRE classes); the number of the interview for that set; and partici-
pants’ initials. Note that names have been changed to protect participants’ 
anonymity.

5. Around £26.
6. The Wolof word used in Senegal for the Muslim holiday Eid al-Adha.
7. See Chapter 4.
8. See Box 4.2 for an overview of the Kobi 1.
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