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ABSTRACT

This thesis argues that literacy training is a necessary but
not sufficient component for empowering poor women in
Honduras. Literacy has the potential to empower. However,
empowerment that leads to positive change requires
complementary social and economic systems.

In Honduras poor women find themselves without this support.
The stories of the women suggest that 1literacy has no
guarantees. Self esteem and confidence acquired from
participating in literacy programs are only a first step to
creating the change necessary to have their goals realized.
Obstacles to their empowerment 1lie rooted in the neo-
conservative systems that individualize and compartmentalize
Honduran society. Cpportunities are limited for poor women to
participate as a group, keeping them illiterate and invisible.

National Union Campesinos (CNTC) programs based on Freirian
concepts of conscientization are struggling within this
mainstream ideology. They are seeking new ways that include
the whole person and their environment. It is this practice
that generates opportunities for poor women to create their
own links to empowerment through literacy.
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INTRODUCTION

Literacy is a personal, social, contextual, transactive,
gender-related and constructive process whereby we
rewrite the texts that we read in the text of our lives,
and keep on rewriting our lives in the light of those
texts (Scholes, 1989:155).
This statement describes literacy as a transformative process
whereby we have the potential to shape our lives and effect
change in our world. What is does not describe, however, is
the selective nature of this process whereby many, and
especially poor women in Honduras are not realizing this power
to change their lives. Knowledge, force and wealth and the
relationships between them define power in a society (Toffler,
1991:16). Empowerment then that leads to positive change in
daily 1living requires complementary social and economic
systems. In Honduras poor women find themselves without the
support of the social and economic systems and are left
struggling to become empowered because literacy is not
sufficient. Literacy defined by the poor women in Honduras
means
the promotion of the individual and group development of
women for the recovery of our dignity and identity. We
live with hope and we actively participate in our
community in order to stand up for our lives with

dignity, justice and peace and to promote and develop the

creative expression of the women (Tabora, 1992:81).
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This thesis is about 1literacy and its relationships to
patriarchy and poverty for poor women in Honduras as they
struggle for empowerment. to actively participate in their
communities with dignity, justice, peace and creative
expression. The central hypothesis of L.1is thesis states that
literacy training is a pecessary but not sufficient component
for empowering poor women. Empowerment! is used in the
context of participation in and control over decision making
in one's life. Literacy is a transformative process which has
the potential to empowver. Therefore empowerment from
increased self esteem and increased self confidence is a
critical first step to achieving other tangible outcomes of
literacy. Although literacy stimulates more confidence and
greater self esteem in women that participate in the programs,
it does not appear to be enough for them to become equal
social, economic and political participants in their own
society. Literacy, as an empowering agent, is a long term
process which includes training but goes beyond the
development of skills to the development of the learner as a
whole person, not just a consumer, worker or ftunctionary

(Codimca, 1992; CNTC, 1992).

1 As well, empowerment implies defining one’s own history by means of
contributing knowledge identified fromwithin and not imposed fromwithout. For
example, "literacy may result in a higher paying job for women, that cnables the
family to benefit from the highesr profit. To this end, there will be better
comprehension of and use of new technologies adapted to their needs and
possibilities. Women will then have ecasier access to credit facilities and
cooperatives, and will be able to play a part in their management® (Chlebowska,
1990).
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This thesis attempts to generate knowledge about literacy and
the life situations of some poor women in Honduras. From the
starting point of the womer. themselves an examination is made
of the role of literacy as an agent of change in their lives

and the lives of other poor women in Honduras.

The stories of poor women in Honduras (Chapter Two) will
indicate that economic reality and the context of the society
in which they live are key factors both in the efficacy of
literacy training for empowerment and in the efficacy of
empowerment for literacy training (Gaspar: CNTC field worker,
1992). Figure 1 (p.140) illustrates these factors and their

relation to literacy and empowerment.

Literacy, to be empowering requires two parts: the development
of skills (education) and the development of the person
(conscientization). It is important to emphasize that both
aspects of literacy are necessary for the empowerment of the
learners. These two fundamental components of 1literacy
(conscientization and education) are necessary if positive
change is to occur in their everyday lives. However, even if
the poor women are to achieve literacy as witnessed by their
stories in Chapter Two and good literacy programs in Chapter
Three, the socio-economic barriers woven throughout Honduran
society are at work undermining their collective organization

and building of self esteem, thus perpetuating the vicious




circle of silence for poor women.

Chapter One identifies the conceptual framework for this study
and examines the theoretical underpinnings of literacy that go
beyond the individual woman. The argument is made that one
very important and possible way for poor women's life
situations to change is through "conscientization"?, The
other achievements women gain through 1literacy programs
address their real needs and strive to encourage their active
participation in the programs. Unfortunately, the majority of
educational opportunities for women do not attempt to involve
them equally nor on this level. On this, Freire's position is
clear:
education either functions as an instrument which is used
to facilitate the integration of the younger generation
into the logic of the present system and bring about
conformity to it, or it becomes "the practice of
freedom", the means by which men and women deal
critically and creatively with reality and discover how

to participate in the transformation of their world
(cited in Shaull, 1970: 15)

Conceptually this chapter establishes the framework within the
Freirian notion of concientization that identifies the
political nature of literacy. The present dominant political
orientation and the overall economic perspective in Honduras

are rooted in neo-conservative systems that individualize,

2paulo Freire (1970:19) defines “conscientization" as : "Iearni;cqt to
perceive social, political, and econamic contradictions, and to take ion
against the oppressive elements of reality."



5
compartmentalize. opportunities are therefore limited for
poor women to participate as a group, keeping them illiterate

and invisible.

Chapter Two is the voice of the pooir women in Honduras. Their
stories raise questions as to the degree of empowerment that
literacy actually imparts to the women who participate in the
literacy programs. To understand the whole picture it is
necessary for this voice of the women themselves to be heard -
- their testimony of the changes and the impact of the
literacy experience in their lives. It is here where the

strength of this study lies.

To distinguish clearly between literacy programs and good
literacy programs, the example of the National Union of
Campesinos in Honduras (CNTC) is examined in Chapter Three.
Based on Freire's principies of conscientization, CNTC
operates literacy programs with overall goals that integrate
women into society. This adds an empowering dimension to
literacy. Other highly organized women's organizations are
also at work in Honduras struggling for the "practice of
freedom". However it is the rural focus as well as the
integrative component of CNTC that offer poor women the chance
to realize their goals as previously identified by Tabora.

Chapter Four outlines the economic reality behind the women's

stories and identifies how their poverty works to impede the
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literacy process. It investigates the connections between
economic poverty and literacy opportunities for poor women.
Figure 1 (p.131) illustrates the two-way relationship between
literacy and empowerment and the impact of poverty on the
efficacy of literacy. Just as literacy is an instrument for
economic survival so too is economics necessary for literacy
training. "Without literacy it is impossible to survive in
relation to today's economic institutions" (Bhola, 1990:10).
Is it possible then, for poor women to become literate without
the necessary economic supports? Even with literacy is

empowerment possible?

The journey of processing information about literacy and the
life experiences of poor women represents significant hope for
change in the practice of freedom. However, it should be
recognized that the change process for poor women in Honduras
is extremely slow and dependent upon that which defines their
poverty: economic conditions, political philosophy and the

social character of Honduras.

METHODOLOGY

The present research grew out of curiosity to know more about

the life situation of poor women in Honduras. Being the
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poorest of Central American countries and surrounded by
revolutionary neighbours, Honduras is seldom in the North
American newvs. By virtue of this omission and apparent
neglect I was drawn to the challenge of learning more about
the people of this country, particularly the women. My goal
to learn more about literacy in the lives of poor women gives
this research an implicitly descriptive quality. As stated
previously, appropriate literacy programs for rural women must
address their perceived needs and therefore spring from a real
understanding of women's lives. The research process itself
then was a learning experience for me and for the Hondurans

that I worked with.

There was no formal methodology of interview and data
collection. This departure from the traditional interviewing
methods is supported by Oakley (1981:48-49) as a way of
"giving the subjective situation of womea greater visibility
not only in sociology, but more importantly, in society”.
This then is a strategy for documenting women's own accounts
of their lives whereby the role of the interviewer can take on
new meaning as a tool for making possible the articulated and
recorded commentary of women on the very personal business of
being female in a patriarchal capitalist society. Sharing
Oakley's convictions I departed from the traditional methods.
The primary methodology was based on informal conversations,

participation in daily activities with the women, girls and
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their families, and observations of the relationships and

everyday experiences of living in community with poor women.

The process of information gathering in Honduras included many
meetings and interviews with individuals and groups in eight
communities, meetings with the Director of CODIMCA (Womens'
Human Rights Organization in Honduras), the Directors of
Visitacion de Padilla, the Regional Director CODIMCA Copan,
Director of Comamunica and PAEM (Proyecto d'Ayudar y Educativa
des Mujeres), Assistant Director CUSO (a Canadian NGO working
in Honduras) San Pedro Sula, CNTC (National Committee of
Campesino Workers), the program coordinators for these
organizations, the many volunteers who work behind the scenes
to make these programs a reality, and conversations with the

participants.

Interviews and conversations with man, people in Ottawa,
Toronto, and Montreal involved in research in Latin America
also contributed to the data bank of information on literacy
and women in Honduras. Archival research in Ottawa prior to
and upon my return from Honduras was also carried out in

support of this study.

Societies, such as Honduras, characterized by serious economic
and social inequalities and rigid social structures are

unlikely to promote the conditions and motivations required
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for real change (Hamadache and Martin, 1986 in La Prairie,
1991:11). The following chapter will now address this issue
in an effort to establish a conceptual framework by which to

assess the role of literacy in empowering poor women in

Honduras.



CHAPTER ONE

THEORETICAL REFLECTION

1.0 Introduction

The work which studies literacy as if it were autonomous
from social context displays cultural bias and
ethnocentrism. Those of us who are literate may be
tempted to assume that the value of literacy is self-
evident, because we believe in the importance of our own
literacy. But the skills and concepts that accompany
literacy acquisition, in whatever form, do not stem in
some automatic way from the inherent qualities of
literacy, as some authors would have us believe, but are
aspects of a specific ideology. Faith in the power and
the qualities of literacy is itself socially learnt and
is not an adequate tool with which to embark on a
description of its practice (Street,1984:1 in
Horsman, 1990:11)

This quotation suggests that the overall ideological framework
shapes the social and economic factors that impede both
women's empowerment, regardless of literacy training, and
literacy training, regardless of empowerment. There is a need
then to study the interactive relationship between poor women
and literacy within the social context in which they live.
This will determine the extent to which literacy training is
empowering for poor women. Kazemak (1988:23) suggests that
to neglect this relationship points to a “conscious or
unconscious disdain for the specific literacy needs of women
within a patriarchal society". Furthermore, ideology is a

10
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crucial analytical concept and an indispensable management
tool whose importance stems from the intimate connection
between ideology and economic performance (Saul, 1993: 119).

Literacy to be meaningful must be an integral part of the
social practices of people's everyday lives. This chapter
will reflect on the underlying ideologies that are critical to
a deeper appreciation of the role of literacy in the lives
poor women in Honduras. It is ideology that ultimately
influences the potential of literacy to empower them to make

positive changes in their lives.

The stories of the women in Chapter Two and the efforts of the
CNTC in Chapter Three will suggest that 1literacy has
tremendous potential to empower women. However the
overwhelming constraints of the dominant ideology in Honduras
moulds the socio-economic system within which they live. This
acts as a barrier to individual as well as collective
empowerment even if literacy training is acquired. Chapter
Four will illustrate that their struggle is rooted in poverty

perpetuated by this dominant perspective.

1.1 Rationale

Modernization-based perspectives dominate the socio-economic

system of Honduras. The net impact of this domination is
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negative for women--politically, economically and socially
(Elson, 1991; Moser, 1989). In contrast, liberation ideology,
as outlined by Paulo Freire, offers a vehicle of empowerment
for poor women. This allows them to potentially break free of
the modernization grip and the economic chains which currently

hold them powerless.

Paulo Freire's programs began in Brazil in the early 1960's
and laid the groundwork for the more recent developments in
participatory education such as those of the CNTC to be
outlined in Chapter Three. Freirian concepts offer an
explanation as to why some women are empowered through
literacy programs. At the same time Freirian concepts
contradict the dominant ideology in Honduras. It is this
contradiction that suggests why so many women in Honduras are
not being empowered to initiate change in their lives even
with literacy training. Examples of Freirian style literacy
programs can be found in countries like Nicaragua, Brazil,
Cuba. The success of these programs in empowering the
participants appears to be related to the political will and
economic support systems within the country. For example when
promoted by the Sandinistas in Nicaragua overall literacy
improved at all 1levels in society. In Brazil where the
government initiatives are not as supportive the programs are
not as successful in empowering the participants. In Honduras

poor women, as evidenced in the stories in Chapter Two, are
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struggling and resisting the dominant ideological structures.
They are attempting to forge ahead within the context of their
own development. Literacy will be shown to have the
potential to empower poor women, individually and
collectively, provided that it is supported by a complementary
socio-economic system. Is this support system in place in
Honduras? Does it allow literacy to equally empower both men
and women? This chapter will argue that literacy has the
potential to be empowering for poor women provided that the
socio-economic system that allows and encourages all members
of society to be active participants in creating meaning in

their own environment.

1.2 Defining Literacy

Before proceeding further with the discussion it is useful to
define key terms in question: literacy and illiteracy. As
identified by UNESCO (1990:1) ‘the search for a precise
definition of what literacy means is especially troubling to
those who seek a quick solution to dealing with the problem of
illiteracy. A simple definition is inadequate. Since the
19508 there have been a variety of operational and
philosophical definitions. However, the meaning of literacy
can best be defined within each specific context and
consequently will evolve with the transformations of societal

and individual needs.' Similarly the term illiteracy is
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relative. What skills are considered to be satisfactory in
one context may be insufficient in another (UNESCO, 1990:2)
both across location and time. It is this rationale that
underlies the hypothesis and methodology utilized in this

thesis.

Literacy, in this thesis, is defined by the froor women
thenmselves. In Santa Barbara, Honduras the poor women
conceive educativa (literacy training) to encompass more than
just skills acquisition (Tabora, 1992). Their definition
includes the individual and group development of dignity,
identity, justice and peace as well as the development of the
creative expression of women in their communities. Similarly
Chlebowska (1991:14) defines a literate rural woman to be one
who "possesses sufficient knowledge of reading and writing and
arithmetic to guarantee an improvement in the quality of her
own life and that of her family, and to facilitate her full
participation in the development of the group and community".
These definitions both have two components: the first is a
precursor to the second: education (skills training) and

development of the whole person.

Literacy thus defined is ultimately shaped by the development
theory in which it is immersed. If campesino women are to
become empowered, literacy programs must not only incorporate

both components (education and whole person development) but
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also need to be synchronized with the overall development
strategy and nrocess (dominant ideoclogy). It will be argued
that the corceptual firamework in which literacy is embedded
ultimately determines to what extent 1literacy can be
empowering for poor women in Honduras. It is the contention
of this paper that literacy alone is not sufficient for the
enpowerment of poor women. The socio-economic development
strategy ana process in Honduras are not compatible with
literacy programs that include women. In fact the system will
be found to impede their empowerment by keeping them from

becoming literate participants in society.

A common problem is that literacy training, often integrated
with otner p..ctical activities, is seldom adapted to the real
learning conditions of women. Programs are seldom scheduled
to fit into the daily routine of the women. Thus irregqular
attendance, high drop-out rates and weak results are common
everywhere (Lind, 1990:4). Shortcomings in the design of the
literacy programs offered combined with men's resistance
reflect the underlying neo~conservative systems that
individualize and compartmentalize. Opportunities are
therefore limited for poor women to become empowered, keeping

them illiterate and invisible.
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1.3 Why Modernization Strategies Impede Literacy's Potential
to Empower Poor Women

{i) Introduction

Generally, initiatives such as the UNESCO Education For All
(UN, 1991) regarding 1literacy and education rest on
traditional neoclassical economic assumptions about education
and development, specifically those found in human capital
theory (Schultz, in Barndt,199i). These assumptions blend
throughout the discourse with moral and gquasi-political
considerations about equality, participation and empowerment
in the developing world. In practice the substantive
understanding of the goals, practices and outcomes of
education correspond to the economic rationale for policy
formation in education emanating from the human capital and
the basic needs approaches (modernization). The result is a
failure to acknowledge the inequality between class and gender

within heterogenous societies.

{ii) copnservative Education

Traditional education that supports a conservative ideology
preserves the status quo and dominates the capitalist system.
It is characterized by the following:

- workers are trained as needed to keep the economic

system running, streaming them through the educational
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system so that only a few continue to manage and
control:;

- a class system is reproduced, based on the exploitation
of a poor majority by a wealthy minority:

- values of those in control are taught through the
content and methods of education (i.e., individualism,
competition):

- private property consumption (even of knowledge) is
emphasized;

- authoritarian, vertical, often bureaucratic programs,
that do not allow students to participate in decisions;

- pretends to be ahistorical, apolitical, neutral,
objective;

- separates intellectual, manual work by teaching ideas

separate from productive activity. (Barndt, 1991:17)

These characteristics raise questions concerning the quality
of the programs being offered. A critique of education
programs for campesino women begins with the recognition that
appropriate education for these women must spring from a real
understanding of women's lives. Included in this
understanding is the day-to-day reality as experienced by and
defined by women (Zakus, 1984b:79). This, however, is not the
case for most programs as outlined by the above description of
traditional education. For example, one study of agricultural

extension and rural development education programs in twelve
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Latin American countries found that programs for rural women
were "built on a limited repertoire of information (talks,
demonstrations, projects..) usually of an external origin
(foreign or urban]. Women's needs were not well defined.
There were tendencies to develop new income-generating
activities without consideration of the rural women's already
numerous responsibilities in the home and family (Cebotarev,
1980:37). Further, there were tendencies to ignore women's
hourly schedules of daily work when scheduling class times.
Unnecessary criteria were set for eligibility which kept women

from becoming active participants (Zakus, 1984b:80).

ibe ducati

Some literacy programs may refer to social change or
development in their description. However there is no
evident rationale or social change theory in the actual
programs that link them clearly with broader rural development
efforts to include women as equal partners. On the contrary,
they seem rather conservative, promoting unquestionably
traditional feminine roles in their home economics, nutrition
or community development components" (Cebotarev, 1980:35).
Liberal ideology recognizes that not everyone benefits from
the given structure. But the foundation or structure is not

challenged.
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In the last twenty years, however, women all over the world
have recognized the domination of the male experience and male
bias in the written word, and in the realms of codified
knowledge (Spender, 1980; Elson, 1991). Women's experience
is systematically left out of the vast body of knowledge which
represents the beliefs and attitudes of a society. A liberal
approach may apply the techniques of popular education (free
school movement of the 1960s, the head start program for poor
pre-school children, literacy classes for public school drop-
outs, creative and participatory process in formal and non-
formal programs). However, after recognizing the inadequacies
of the dominant educational system, the new practices continue
to remain within that system (Barndt, 1991:18). They continue
to operate from the mainstream development framework.
Problems are identified which focus on the learner as a
consumer, worker, and functionary rather than a
transformational learner allowing for development of skills

and the whole person.

Despite what appears to be a prcgressive discourse at the
international and even the national 1level, views about
literacy issues are frequently framed within the traditional
development paradigm (Morales-Gomez, 1990:10). Unfortunately

the emphasis has often been on macro aspects of educational







