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This book provides an extremely clear and accessible argument for the relevance of popular 
education and related practices, historically and continuing in the current ‘populist age’. The 
book draws on a range of examples of education, primarily from the UK (or more accurately, 
England) and the USA, with many of which the author has had direct involvement, as an 
educator, researcher, assessor, archiver or activist. From the history of Oxford’s Ruskin 
College and the National Council of Labour Colleges early in the 20th Century, through 
Highlander Folk School in the 1930s, the Community Development Projects and feminist 
consciousness raising in the 1960s and 70s, to some very recent campaigns against racism, 
Mayo demonstrates the central role which educational activities have played in many 
progressive and transformative issues. This is essential reading for people developing 
community-based education, students and activists and, while many of the examples will be 
familiar to more experienced popular educators, there will be new insights for most. The 
principal argument here is that popular education has a distinctive role to play in the current 
climate of Right-wing populism. 
 
Although basing her assessment on the classical definition of popular education devised by 
the International Popular Education Network, Mayo is no purist and draws ecumenically on 
a much wider range of practices which share a family resemblance, including informal 
learning in social action and movements; university-based participatory action research; 
more formal political education in working class residential colleges; neighbourhood 
campaigns and community development. Inevitably the book is selective in its use of case 
studies and one could apply the same critical assessment in other examples: for example, 
the World Social Forum as a significant (if flawed) educational space for social movements; 
and the popular mobilisations which accompany major climate summits, such as those, at 
the time of writing, organising for COP26 in Glasgow. 
 
The book covers the roots of popular education and participatory action research, principles 
and practice, diversity and solidarity, and particular chapters on power analysis, community-
university partnerships and ‘Taking emotions into account’. This latter chapter contained 
some valuable new insights (for me) drawn from psycho-social analysis of emotional 
responses to austerity and deprivation and how these can be exploited by Right-wing 
populists. It also includes some suggestions for challenging this through popular education. 
It is this chapter, along with the introduction ‘Popular education in a populist age’ which 
makes the book quite distinctive and relevant to the current political situation in many parts 
of the world. 
 
Whilst Mayo acknowledges the contested nature of populism, I would be interested in 
hearing more on this from this insightful writer and educator. What is her view of Left-wing 
populism as, for example theorised by Chantal Mouffe and practiced by such movements as 
the indignados and Podemos in Spain, or, arguably, at some time by Corbyn in the UK and 
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Saunders in the USA? While the ‘populist age’ of the subtitle refers largely to the rise of the 
nativist populist Right resisting neoliberalism following the austerity policies after the 2008 
crash, Margaret Thatcher deployed ‘authoritarian populism’ to impose neoliberalism forty 
years ago. 
 
Mayo is a very generous writer. The narrative is reflective of the approaches of popular 
education: strongly partisan on the side of progressive movements challenging structural 
social injustice, whilst problem-posing within these struggles, offering the opportunity for 
readers to engage in such contested spaces as reform or transformation; individual versus 
collective educational benefit; class versus identity etc. There are perhaps opportunities for 
further exploration here. Whilst Mayo includes some valuable case studies of mobilisations 
against Right-wing antisemitism, there is no discussion of the populist attacks on the Left 
under the guise of antisemitism and any potential role that popular education might play 
here. Mayo is clearly sympathetic to Corbynism and refers to ‘The World Transformed’ 
events on the left of the Labour party. Although the book will have been completed before 
Corbyn’s 2019 election defeat, TWT covers the period of his leadership and the 
weaponisation of antisemitism allegations to attack on the Labour Left.  
 
Mayo clearly sets out her own analytical stall within Marxism, socialist feminism and anti-
racism, and the figure of Paulo Freire is central both to her analysis of education and to the 
practices in the case studies. These analyses are most welcome, and the book demonstrates 
clearly why their relevance continues, and indeed are essential for challenging the social 
injustices and divisive politics which make populism fertile breeding ground for the rise of 
the far Right. 
 


