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Abstract: 7KLV�DUWLFOH�UHSRUWV�RQ�WKH�¿QGLQJV�RI�D�TXDOLWDWLYH�VWXG\�DW�WKH�8QLYHUVLW\�RI�WKH�
Third Age (U3A) in Malta to study the extent that learning in later life engaged with the 
feminist ideals of personal emancipation and social transformation. This study followed a 
poststructuralist feminist perspective on the basis that this approach allows the consideration 
of both older women’s subjectivities and diversities as well as the unequal power relations 
that characterise the social worlds they inhabit. Fieldwork found that the U3A functioned 
to meet a range of social and emotional needs of older women, as non-formal learning 
possesses much potential to mitigate against solitude and loneliness in later life, generally 
resulting from widowhood, mandatory retirement, health ailments and/or poverty. However, 
the U3A’s ethos also favoured a politically neutral standpoint, by overlooking the power 
relations that are embedded and institutionalised in social arenas which, in turn, have vital 
consequences for the life chances of women. First, it failed in supporting women’s learning 
and development of their voices. Secondly, women’s leadership needs to be amplified so 
that more females are positioned to make decisions, and thus, be at the forefront of social 
change. Finally, it failed in creating social change, that commenced at the civil society 
level. Recommendations are also threefold: educators are required to focus on the learners’ 
experiences and environments, learning is required to address the need for social change by 
educating and empowering those who are marginalised, and instructional methods should 
LQFOXGH�WKH�GHYHORSPHQW�RI�UHÀH[LYLW\�DQG�HPERGLHG�OHDUQLQJ��
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Introduction

The past two decades witnessed unprecedented attention on that interface between 
lifelong learning and later life. While older adult learning has been referred to in various 
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international policy frameworks, such as Adult Learning: It’s never too late to learn 
(European Commission, 2006), Recommendation on Adult Learning and Education (United 
1DWLRQV�(GXFDWLRQDO��6FLHQWL¿F�DQG�&XOWXUDO�2UJDQL]DWLRQ���������DQG�WKH�2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development (United Nations, 2015). Various studies on older adult learning 
were published in journals, books and encyclopaedias. A focus on gendered trends was not 
lacking, as research documented how men and women approached learning differently in 
their later years (Hafford-Letchfield, 2016), and the different choices and constraints that 
older women and men experience when participating in older adult learning (Withnall, 2010). 
However, feminist and women-friendly research in learning in later life remains scarce 
(Formosa, 2021a). On one hand, despite the considerable interest in learning among older 
men since the new millennium, largely as a result of the successful global travails of Men’s 
Sheds (Carragher & Golding, 2015), educational gerontologists dedicated scant attention 
to older women’s experiences and trajectories. On the other hand, feminist educators and 
gerontologists alike have overlooked the question of older adult learning. While the attention 
of the former has remained narrowly focused on the middle-age phase of the life course, 
the preoccupation of the latter has been restricted to the issue as a ‘social problem’, with a 
focus on the ways in which older women tend to be poorer and severely lacking in access to 
D൵RUGDEOH�KHDOWK�FDUH��

7KLV�DUWLFOH�UHSRUWV�RQ�D�UHVHDUFK�SURMHFW�ZKLFK�HPEHGGHG�WKH�¿HOG�RI�ROGHU�DGXOW� OHDUQLQJ�
in a feminist rationale by carrying out a qualitative study with older women learners 
attending the University of the Third Age (U3A) in Malta. Its genesis can be traced to the 
concern that although surveys report that around two-thirds of older adult learners are 
women, even reaching 80% in some avenues, they remain relatively invisible within mixed 
classroom settings as older men are more likely to be found in coordinating roles and lead 
the discussions despite being in the minority (Formosa, 2019a, 2019b). Women-only learning 
spaces, such as the learning programmes organised by the Women’s Institutes in the United 
Kingdom, fare no better as they were found to anchor older women in traditional gendered 
expectations to be better wives and mothers despite the fact that they might be widows and 
unlikely to have children at home (Etienne & Jackson, 2011). Of course, feminism is a highly 
FRQWHVWHG�FRQFHSW��DQG�WKHUH�DUH�PDQ\�VWUDQGV�RI�IHPLQLVW�HGXFDWLRQ��HDFK�WDNLQJ�GL൵HUHQW�
theoretical standpoints. This study opted for a poststructuralist feminist perspective on the 
basis that this approach allows the consideration of both older women’s subjectivities and 
diversities as well as the unequal power relations that characterise the social worlds they 
inhabit (Tisdell, 1998). Most importantly, this perspective’s focus on the interconnected 
issues of positionality, authority, voice and the construction of knowledge brings about 
improved insights on older women’s feelings of powerlessness, diffidence, and above all, 
social exclusion in older adult learning.

Older Women and Learning in Later Life

The past two decades witnessed an increasing number of research publications focusing 
on older women learners and gendered patterns in learning in later life. Research spanned 
the gamut from the humanities and person-centred perspectives to claim how older 
ZRPHQ�OHDUQHUV�GL൵HU�PDUNHGO\�IURP�PHQ�LQ� WKDW� WKH\�DUH�PRUH�VHOI�GLUHFWHG�DQG�H[SUHVV�
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a preference for expressive learning activities (Wolf, 2009), set high goals for themselves 
DQG�UHTXLUH�FRQVLVWHQW�D൶UPDWLYH�IHHGEDFN�IURP�WKHLU� LQVWUXFWRUV��6DJHELHO���������DQG�E\�
deeming learning in later life to be an opportunity to participate in activities that they could 
not attend to during adulthood due to familial responsibilities (Williamson, 2000; Findsen et 
DO����������7KH�EHQH¿FLDO�LPSDFWV�RI�OHDUQLQJ�LQ�ODWHU�OLIH�IRU�ROGHU�ZRPHQ�LQ�LPSURYLQJ�WKHLU�
levels of friendship, support, and relationships (Maidment & Macfarlane, 2011; Narushima et 
al., 2013), as well as their quality of life and gerotranscendence (Talmage et al., 2018) were 
also noted. Other researchers opted for a more political stance, as they bestowed attention 
to how older women are excluded from the learning arena by applying a feminist rationale 
WKDW�HQJDJHG�LQ�UDGLFDO�VRFLDO�FKDQJH��)LQGVHQ�	�)RUPRVD���������2QH�RI�WKH�¿UVW� WUHDWLVHV�
adopting a feminist lens to older adult learning rejected the malestream assumption in pre-
UHWLUHPHQW�OHDUQLQJ�WKDW�DVVXPHG�WKH�UROH�GLVFRQWLQXLW\�RI�UHWLUHPHQW�D൵HFWHG�RQO\�PHQ�DQG�
WKDW� WKH�UHDO�FULVLV�D൵HFWLQJ�ZRPHQ�ZDV�ZLGRZKRRG��0HDGH�	�:DONHU���������7KH�QRWLRQ�
that later life was typified by rife indolence, to be replaced by new leisure pursuits, was 
critiqued on the basis that many older women’s lives are characterised by extensive carework 
towards frail husbands, relatives and grandchildren. Indeed, the extent that learning settings 
are far from conducive to the interests of older women learners became evident as the 
following questions were posed:

…to what extent might a tutor’s interactions with older students be affected by 
sexism compounded with agism, in terms of restricting and underestimating learning 
potential? To what extent might it be true that in mixed groups men receive more 
attention and are rewarded more?

Meade & Walker 1989, p. 182

Similarly, Harold (1992) argued that although learning programmes designed for later life 
are based on a personal growth concept, and therefore, “fall far short in being instrumental 
in significantly altering the well-being of aging women or changing either personal or 
VRFLHWDO�FRQFHSWV�DERXW�ROG�DJH�DQG�ROGHU�ZRPHQ´��S��������)RUPRVD���������ZKR�LGHQWL¿HG�
KLPVHOI�DV�D�IHPLQLVW��DOVR�WRRN�D�VLPLODU�DSSURDFK��+H�WRRN�WKH�¿HOG�RI�FULWLFDO�HGXFDWLRQDO�
gerontology to task for remaining focused on class issues at the expense of other inequalities, 
and hence, representing another patriarchal discourse where women are silenced or 
made passive. Formosa (2005) thus proposed five principles for feminist older learning: 
acknowledging older women as an oppressed population due to the ‘double standard of 
ageing’; recognising that the oppressive position of older women is also the result of lifelong 
cumulative disadvantages; rejecting a universalised singular identity among women and 
emphasizes a ‘politics of difference’; abandoning traditional strategies of learning and 
teaching and embrace a feminist praxis; and driving towards the empowerment of older 
ZRPHQ�LQ�D�GLVWLQFW�EXW�FROOHFWLYH�H൵RUW��:KLOVW�QRW�RZQLQJ�WR�KDUERXULQJ�D�GLVWLQFW�IHPLQLVW�
ideology, Kamler’s and Jackson’s research provided much insight on the learning experiences 
RI�ROGHU�ZRPHQ��ZKDW�D൵HFWV�WKHLU�OHDUQLQJ��DQG�KRZ�FDQ�IDFLOLWDWRUV�PHHW�WKH�OHDUQLQJ�QHHGV�
of older women. On one hand, Jackson’s (2005, 2006, 2012; Etienne & Jackson, 2011) 
¿HOGZRUN�DW�WKH�ZRPHQ�RQO\�OHDUQLQJ�SURJUDPPHV�RUJDQLVHG�E\�WKH�1DWLRQDO�)HGHUDWLRQ�RI�
Women’s Institutes found that most learning initiatives anchored older women in gendered 
expectations about traditional roles:
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Women are taught how to dress and wear make-up as well as how to undertake a host 
of feminine arts and crafts. And they are taught how to enhance their cooking skills, 
the better to produce that homemade jam. Learning these things makes women more 
IXO¿OOHG��DQG�HQDEOHV�WKHP�WR�EH�EHWWHU�ZLYHV�DQG�PRWKHUV��GHVSLWH�WKH�IDFW�WKDW�QRQH�
of them are likely to have children at home). 

Jackson 2006, p. 85

On the other hand, Kamler (2001a, 2001b, 2006) detailed the life stories of older women and 
how such stories were impacted by their participation in a learning programme on writing, 
filming, talking and performance. One story was especially captivating. It focused on the 
ordinary topic of home, which is the space where women labour to take care of others, and 
hence, a key boundary that constrains their lives and keeps them isolated and lonely. Yet, 
women recounted unsentimental stories of being alone yet contented, in peace, cherishing 
IUHHGRP�DQG�LQGHSHQGHQFH��EHLQJ�DORQH�EXW�SDUW�RI�D�FRPPXQLW\��6XFK�DQ�DFFRXQW�WHVWL¿HG�
that learning provides older women with the opportunity to celebrate and harness their rich, 
complex and diverse roles as ‘knowledge producers’ rather than ‘passive consumers’.

Post-structural feminism

6WXGLHV�SURYLGH�PXFK�OLJKW�RQ�WKH�VSHFL¿F�EDUULHUV�DQG�VXEMXJDWLRQV�WKDW�ROGHU�ZRPHQ�IDFH�
in their personal and public lives. Indeed, the experiences of older women in learning in later 
life are not as rosy as popular images and marketing images lead us to believe. Although 
many older women attend older adult learning willingly, and even feel much pleasure and 
joy from their participation, research studies also attest to their negative experiences of 
social exclusion and marginalisation when engaging in learning in later life. Consequently, 
much more extensive research and debate is required to document how learning sites include 
complex interactions of power in which relations of privilege and oppression around gender 
are formed in unpredictable ways, and that these relationships cannot be understood through 
unilinear theories about power and subjugation (Ellesworth, 1989). Indeed, the fact that 
most cited studies fall in the trap of homogenising all women as equally oppressed risks the 
imposition of a new kind of ideological constraint. The application of a ‘diversity’ approach 
to the study of older women learners warrants the relocation of the feminist debate from 
focusing narrowly on the ‘generalised’ experiences of older women learners and instead 
unravel and challenge what Foucault (1980) termed as ‘regimes of truth’. When applied 
to older women learners, the regimes of truth are twofold. First, in treating older women 
all alike, as if they are equally and solely oppressed by the double impact of sexism and 
ageism. This is tantamount to essentialism since in reality older women contrast much in 
terms of their positioning in class, corporeal capital, geographical and ethnicity locations - 
as well as with respect to their personal identities, social experiences and life histories. And 
secondly, that older women learners are self-directed and that the learning environment is a 
transformative one. However, as many facilitators know, “some learners need to be cajoled, 
rewarded, motivated and affirmed; they are not self-directed in any meaningful sense of 
the word” (English & Mayo, 2012, p. 62). Most learning experiences rarely provide older 
women with the opportunity to recognise how knowledge is constructed, develop their voice, 
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DQG�DFFRXQW�IRU�GL൵HUHQFHV�EHWZHHQ�WKHP��

2QH�ZD\�WR�RYHUFRPH�VXFK�µUHJLPHV�RI�WUXWK¶�LQ�WKH�¿HOG�RI�ROGHU�DGXOW�OHDUQLQJ�LV�WKURXJK�
the ideals of post-structuralism, a theoretical standpoint that both builds upon and rejects 
ideas established by structuralist paradigms. Although post-structuralists present different 
critiques of structuralism, common themes among them include the rejection of the self-
sufficiency of structuralism, as well as an interrogation of the binary oppositions that 
constitute its structures (Bensmaïa, 2005). Accordingly, post-structuralism discards the idea 
of interpreting reality within pre-established, socially constructed structures. Instead, it 
proposes a ‘third way’ of comprehending the world that mediates between an understanding 
of a concrete reality and abstract ideas (Belsey, 2002). The rigidity, tendency to categorise, 
and intimation of universal truths found in structuralist thinking is therefore a common 
target of post-structuralist thought (Harcourt, 2007). Applying such notions to the feminist 
interpretation of learning would. 

…take into account both the intellectual and the emotional components of learning, 
the individual’s capacity for agency, as well as psychological, social and political 
factors that affect learning. It would emphasize the importance of relationship and 
connection to learning, but also account for the fact that power relations based on 
a multitude of factors including gender, race, and class are always present in the 
OHDUQLQJ�HQYLURQPHQW�DQG�D൵HFW�ERWK�KRZ�NQRZOHGJH�LV�FRQVWUXFWHG�RQ�WKH�LQGLYLGXDO�
OHYHO�DV�ZHOO�DV�WKH�VRFLDO�DQG�SROLWLFDO�IDFWRUV�WKDW�D൵HFW�DV�ZKDW�FRXQWV�DV�µR൶FLDO¶�
knowledge and how it is disseminated.

Tisdell, 1996, p. 311

Invariably, post-structuralist feminism has much potential for a critical analysis of the 
lifewords of older women engaged in learning in later life (Tisdell, 2000). Primarily, it 
acknowledges differences among learners themselves since women and some men may 
KDYH�GL൵HUHQW�OHDUQLQJ�QHHGV�IURP�PHQ�ZKR�UHSUHVHQW�WKH�GRPLQDQW�FXOWXUH��6HFRQG��ZKLOVW�
poststructural feminism strives to give a ‘voice’ to all those who have been traditionally 
marginalised in learning situations such as for example women and persons with disability, 
silence is not perceived as its converse, not necessarily a place of unknowing but as a 
possible legitimate and active position in learning. Third, it allows much attention to the 
role of power in the construction of knowledge, and power’s role in how knowledge is 
shaped and distributed in learning sites and society at large. Fourth, post-structuralism 
examines how various positionalities - the gender, race, class - of both the participants and 
WKH�LQVWUXFWRU�PDWWHU�DQG�KDYH�DQ�H൵HFW�RQ�WKH�OHDUQLQJ�HQYLURQPHQW��)LQDOO\��LW�SUREOHPDWLVHV�
power and the authority of the facilitators and considers the consequences of redistributing 
this power. Indeed, the fusion of three seemingly disparate hermeneutic lenses –  
post-structuralism as fluid and shifting, feminism as solid and sure, and ageing as social 
constructivist - allows scholars of older adult learning to see how older women learners 
constitute themselves as persons and how they strive to effect change with respect to the 
VRFLDO�VLWXDWLRQ�WKH\�¿QG�WKHPVHOYHV�LQ��
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Research Design

This article emerged from the above-mentioned theoretical and research lacuna in learning 
LQ�ODWHU�OLIH��2Q�RQH�KDQG��WKH�¿HOG�RI�ROGHU�DGXOW�OHDUQLQJ�LV�GHYRLG�RI�DQDO\WLFDO�SHUVSHFWLYHV�
WKDW�IRFXV�RQ�WKH�OLIHZRUOGV�RI�GL൵HUHQW�JURXSV�RI�DJHLQJ�ZRPHQ��0RVW�VWXGLHV�RQ�OHDUQLQJ�
in later life lack gender-sensitive and women-studies agendas, and overlook how the 
H[SHULHQFHV�RI�ROGHU�DGXOW� OHDUQHUV�DUH�EDVHG�DQG�LQÀXHQFHG�RQ�XQLTXH�PDOH�DQG�IHPLQLQH�
transitions in the human life course. Most particularly, hardly any attention is bestowed on 
the distinct motivations for enrolment and distinctive learning practices of women who are 
generally located in at-risk-poverty lifestyles and socially isolated due to widowhood and 
‘empty nest’ conditions. On the other hand, the choice of the U3A for a feminist study on 
ROGHU�DGXOW�HGXFDWLRQ�ZDV�QRW�FRLQFLGHQWDO�DQG�UHÀHFWV�LWV�IHPLQLVDWLRQ��$V�:LOLĔVND��������
pointed out,

The story of ageing told by U3A members is, to a great extent, a story of old women. 
The phenomenon of the feminization of the U3A and other voluntary organizations for 
old people is well established in scholarly research…As the majority of U3A members 
are women, the majority of participants in this study were women. Promotional 
materials and bulletins for the U3A included many pictures but hardly any were of 
men. 

:LOLĔVND��������S�����

Consequently, the objectives of the study were fourfold: (i) How do older women learners 
construct their knowledge in relation to the self, others and the social context? (ii) How 
do older women learners voice themselves, and how is this associated with knowledge, 
empowerment and the active claiming of a transformed identity? (iii) What impact does 
the authority of the facilitator have on the learning experience, including how older women 
construct their knowledge and voice themselves? and (iv) How do the various positionalities- 
such as gender, class, race, sexual orientation-of both the facilitators and older women 
learners impact the learning situation? 

This article draws on research carried out at the U3A in Malta as part of the TEMPUS 
research project ‘Centre for Third Age Education’ (2013-2017) and reported herein as per 
the Standards for Reporting Qualitative Research (O’Brien et al., 2014). The qualitative 
methodology was opted for on the basis of its long and rich history in feminist research by 
valuing “people’s subjective experiences and how people attribute meaning to their own 
OLYHV�DQG�ZLWKLQ�WKH�EURDGHU�FXOWXUH´��/HDY\�	�+DUULV��������S�������DQG�IRU�LWV�D൶QLW\�ZLWK�
post-structuralism (Fawcett, 2008). Following the necessary ethical reviews and permissions, 
research informants included older women learners who were already participating in the 
TEMPUS research project and who replied to an internal memo that called for older women 
to volunteer as research informants in a semi-structured interview on a study on older 
women learners. Two memos were issued until no further sampling was needed due to data 
saturation. Research informants included eleven older women who attended the U3A in 
Malta (Table 1). 
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Table 1. Details of research informants

Pseudonym Age Marital status Children / Ages Educational attainment

Theresa 62 Married One (30s) Tertiary education

Meghan 65 Married Two (30s, 30s) Secondary education

Eve 69 Married Two (40s, 40s) Secondary education

Joanne 69 Widowed Two (30s, 30s) Secondary education

Margaret 70 Married Two (40s, 40s) Tertiary education

Pauline 71 Single None Secondary education

Catherine 71 Married Two (40s, 50s) Secondary education

Justyne 75 Widowed Three (40s, 40s, 40s) Secondary education

Toni 77 Widowed Two (40s, 40s) Secondary education

Priscilla 78 Married Two (40s, 50s) Secondary education (uncompleted)

Louise 78 Marries Three (40s, 50s, 50s) Secondary education (uncompleted)

5HVHDUFK�LQIRUPDQWV�ZHUH�QRWL¿HG�WKDW�ZKLOVW�D�SURPLVH�RI�DQRQ\PLW\�FDQQRW�EH�SURYLGHG�
VLQFH�WKH�DXWKRU�NQHZ�WKHLU�LGHQWLW\��WKH�VWXG\�SURPLVHG�WKHP�IXOO�FRQ¿GHQWLDOLW\��LQ�WKDW�DW�QR�
point will their identity be revealed in the writing outcomes, and that the interviews were to 
recorded in an encrypted format, not kept on cloud storages, and destroyed 12 months after 
the completion of the study. The author also gave research informants the opportunity to 
³UHDG�DQG�UHÀHFW�XSRQ�¿QGLQJV�>WR�R൵HU@�IHHGEDFN�DV�WR�ZKHWKHU�RU�QRW�WKH�VWRU\�¿WV�ZLWK�WKH�
participant’s constructed view of reality” (Field-Springer, 2017, p. 704). The guide for the 
semi-structured interviews was as follows are reproduced in Box 1.

Box 1: Semi-structured interview guide

&DQ�\RX�GHVFULEH�EULHÀ\�\RXU�FKLOGKRRG��DGXOWKRRG�DQG�SUHVHQW�GD\�OLIH"�
Why did you enrol at the U3A? What keeps you turning up for the classes? 
:KDW�DUH�WKH�EHQH¿WV�RI�DWWHQGLQJ�WKH�8�$"�
'R�\RX��DV�D�ZRPDQ��IHHO�FRPIRUWDEOH�DQG�VDWLV¿HG�ZLWK�WKH�ZD\�8�$�LV�UXQ"�
:KDW�DERXW�WKH�OHDUQLQJ�SURJUDPPH��DUH�\RX�VDWLV¿HG"�
+RZ�GR�\RX�IHHO�DERXW�OHDUQLQJ�LQ�ODWHU�OLIH��VSHFL¿FDOO\�KHUH�DW�WKH�8�$"�
Do you feel that such a learning experience enabled you to understand yourself better? 
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Box 1: Semi-structured interview guide

Did it impact the way you perceive yourself and the world around you? 
Did it impact your relationships with family, friends and acquaintances? 
Do you feel that you can talk freely? Do you think/feel that your opinions are respected and sought? 
Is there anything you wish to change at the U3A? How about the U3A’s facilitators/teachers? 
Did they have, in any way, any impact upon you personally and your life? 
Do you feel attached with other older women learners? What is your relationship with them? 
7R�ZKDW�H[WHQW�GR�\RX�WKLQN�WKDW�ROGHU�ZRPHQ�OHDUQHUV�DW�WKH�8�$�DUH�VLPLODU�RU�GL൵HUHQW"

The data collection phase followed a feminist rationale as the author, who conducted the 
interviews, by ‘building rapport’ with interviewees and through ‘active listening’, picking 
up on ‘markers’, and using probes such as ‘Can you tell me more about that?’, ‘What do 
you mean by that?’, and ‘Do you have a story about that’? During data analysis, the author 
gave enough time to himself to immerse in the data to get a sense of the information, “to 
stew in it, and let…ideas develop…to ‘feel’ the pulse of the data” (Leavy & Harris, 2019, 
p. 137), following which data was analysed through open, in-vivo and selective coding 
strategies. Open coding consists in breaking down qualitative data into discrete parts, closely 
H[DPLQLQJ�WKHP��DQG�FRPSDULQJ�WKHP�IRU�VLPLODULWLHV�DQG�GL൵HUHQFHV�WR�UHPDLQ�RSHQ�WR�DOO�
possible theoretical directions. In-vivo coding enables researchers to “preserve participants’ 
meanings of their views and actions in the coding itself” - thus, providing imagery, symbols, 
and metaphors for rich category, theme, and concept development. Finally, selective 
coding functions like an umbrella that covers and accounts for all other codes, the core 
category which consists of all the products of analysis condensed into a few words that 
seem to explain what “this research is all about” (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p. 146). The 
trustworthiness and credibility of the data analysis was conducted by checking the inferences’ 
credibility, transferability, and authenticity via Elo and colleagues’ (2014) checklist for 
internal and external validity and reliability.

The Empirical Context

Malta is a European Union (EU) Member State and in 2020 included a population of 516,100 
of whom 97,418 (44,729 men and 52,689 women) are aged 65-plus (18.9% of the total 
SRSXODWLRQ���7DEOH�����1DWLRQDO�6WDWLVWLFV�2൶FH���������

Table 2. Total population in Malta by age at 31 December 2020 

Age Males Females Total % of population

0–9 24,532 22,751 47,283 9.2

0–19 22,417 21,018 43,435 8.4

20–29 40,867 34,538 75,405 14.7

30–39 49,527 41,354 90,881 17.6

Continued
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Age Males Females Total % of population

40–49 38,760 33,211 71,971 13.9

50–59 30,393 27,954 58,347 11.4

60–69 29,675 29,885 59,560 11.5

70–79 22,224 24,811 47,035 9.1

80–89 7,560 11,416 18,976 3.6

90+ 984 2,223 3,207 0.6

All ages 266,939 249,161 516,100 100

Source:�1DWLRQDO�6WDWLVWLFV�2൶FH��������

On average, censuses in Malta were carried out once every ten years between 1842 and 2011. 
%HWZHHQ�WKH�¿UVW�FHQVXV�LQ������DQG�WKH�ODVW�RQH�LQ�������0DOWD¶V�SRSXODWLRQ�LQFUHDVHG�E\�D�
factor of 3.6, from 114,499 to 416,055 persons. Recent demographic trends were the result 
of two concurrent population shifts. First, the crude birth rate in Malta was relatively stable 
RYHU� WKH�¿UVW�KDOI�RI� WKH�7ZHQWLHWK�&HQWXU\��DW�DURXQG����DQQXDO�ELUWKV�SHU��������EXW�KDV�
declined steadily since, reaching 9.6 births per 1,000 population in 2015 (Formosa & Scerri, 
2020). Secondly, the average life expectancy was 82.5 years in 2018, up from 78.4 years in 
2000, and the sixth highest across the EU. Moreover, Maltese people spend on average 90% 
of their lifespan in good health, longer than in any other EU country but equal to Sweden 
(Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development & European Union, 2018). 
Figure 1 illustrates the changes between the younger and older population during the 2010s, 
noting how the younger population decreased from 14.8% to 13.4% and the older population 
increased from 16.3% to 18.9% in just a space of nine years.

Figure 1: Demographic trends (younger and older persons) in Malta (2010s)

   Source: 1DWLRQDO�6WDWLVWLFV�2൶FH��������������

Continued
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Founded in January 1993, the Maltese U3A pertains to the Francophone model as it is 
administered and funded by the University of Malta. Running from October to June, it 
comprises seven centres in various localities, and a curriculum that includes subjects in 
the humanities, and the social and natural sciences. During the early mid-2010s, when this 
research was conducted, the U3A included an annual average of 900 members (circa 75% 
women and 25% men), the majority of whom were in the 60-69 age cohort (62%) (Formosa, 
2021b). The fact that the U3A is part of a traditional university imbues it with an inevitable 
‘heavy class baggage’ that functions to attract older persons holding above-average levels of 
cultural capital (Formosa, 2014). This organisational positioning required the author, who 
held an associate professorial position at the university during the research period, to engage 
two research assistants to assist with the selection of research informants. This strategy was 
warranted for learners to recognise that this research inquiry is not an internal evaluation 
project, and hence, feel at ease volunteering as research informants. 

Given that this article reports upon a research investigation carried out in Malta, a brief note 
explaining the role of women in the Maltese socio-cultural context is certainly warranted. 
Until the new millennium, and thus for most of older women’s lives, Malta subscribed 
strongly to the so-called ‘southern model of welfare’, which meant that most people were 
dependent on female relatives for care (Darmanin, 2006). The fact that Malta is also a 
&DWKROLF�FRXQWU\�DQG�VWURQJO\�LQÀXHQFHG�E\�PDOH�GRPLQDWHG�WUDGH�XQLRQV��WKLV�µIDPLOLDOLVP¶�
coincides with a strong ‘male breadwinner model’. Suffice it to say that although the 
marriage bar to working after marriage was lifted in 1979, women re-entering the workforce 
(after having children) were not permitted to return to their previous grade and the large 
majority of married women moreover remained inactive in the labour market either out of 
personal choice or due to social pressure. It was only in the 1990s that married women began 
challenging the bishops’ mantra that advocated ‘intensive mothering’. As Withnall found out, 
likewise in this study.

…many of the women participants had been unable to continue their initial education 
past the age of 14, with one woman explaining that it was a case of ‘Boys – to be 
educated; girls-marriage or work’. Even in relation to the adult world of work, 
there was general agreement that ‘women were held back’ and that there was ‘no 
expectation for women to take anything other than mundane jobs’. The impact of 
these expectations was a major issue for those women who described their origins 
as working class and whose fathers, in particular, had assumed that ‘education was a 
waste of time for girls’.

Withnall, 2006, p. 39

This ‘maternalist’ discourse was also championed by the state, which tried to entice women 
WR�DVVXPH�UHVSRQVLELOLW\�IRU�FDULQJ�IRU�IUDLO�UHODWLYHV�E\�R൵HULQJ�D�µFDUHU¶V�EHQH¿W�DOORZDQFH¶�
pegged at an amount equal to half the minimum wage. This long-held ‘patriarchal social 
system’ implies that the realm of care, whether of children or frail relatives, continues to 
be a relatively female domain in Malta, to the extent that it was only in the early 2010s that 
being a ‘woman’ was no longer an eligibility criterium for the Carer’s Pension (Formosa, 
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2017). For instance, informal caregivers of persons living with dementia in Malta are 
overwhelmingly women who tend to express disappointment in the lack of support from 
other family members, resentment that men make the decisions but do not participate in 
hands-on delivery of care, and frustration about their lack of knowledge of services available 
to caregivers (Formosa, 2015).

Results and Discussion: Post-structuralist Feminist Incursions in 
Older Adult Learning

The Maltese U3A functioned to provide older women learners with a degree of psychological 
and social wellbeing. The midlife-to-ageing transition results in a number of challenges to 
older women such as decreasing physical strength and health, mandatory retirement, reduced 
income, and changing familial roles and widowhood, amongst others. The daily encounters 
at the U3A, and the resulting camaraderie, serve to mitigate against such turning points, and 
HQDEOH�ROGHU�ZRPHQ�WR�FOLQJ�RQ��DQG�HYHQ�DXJPHQW��WKHLU�OHYHOV�RI�VHOI�FRQ¿GHQFH���HVWHHP��
and -satisfaction in the face of such assaults on their personal and social identities. The U3A 
R൵HUHG�ROGHU�ZRPHQ�D�SURPLVLQJ�UDQJH�RI�VWXG\�SURJUDPPHV�UDQJLQJ�IURP�SXUHO\�DFDGHPLF�
pursuits to more artistic ones to other events of a more social nature. It provided learners 
ZLWK�ERWK�KXPDQLVWLF�SUR¿FLHQFLHV�VXFK�DV�ZKHQ�OHDUQLQJ�QHZ�ODQJXDJHV�WR�PRUH�YRFDWLRQDO�
skills such as when learning online communications through software such as Skype and 
WhatsApp. The U3A fulfilled various positive social and personal functions for older 
women such as aiding lonely older persons to re-socialise themselves, as well as providing 
opportunities and stimulation for the use and structure of free-time which would otherwise 
EH�FKDUDFWHULVHG�E\�LQDFWLYLW\��+RZHYHU�� WKLV� LV�QRW� WKH�VDPH�DV�VD\LQJ�WKDW�DOO�ZDV�¿QH�DW�
the Maltese U3A. Qualitative research also found that the organisation was characterised by 
liberal and malestream attitudes that failed to acknowledge the intersecting structural systems 
of privilege and oppression that older women experience. The forthcoming two sub-sections 
provide evidence and discussion to the ways that women-related injustices were entrenched 
and prevalent during the learning activities held at the Maltese U3A.

The construction of knowledge and giving voice

One key strategy of feminist adult education is enabling learners to “see with a third eye”- 
WKDW� LV��GHWHUULQJ� WKHP�IURP�D�³XQLYHUVDOL]HG�PRGH�RI� WKRXJKW«>WR@�RQH� WKDW� LV�SHUVRQDO´�
(Maher & Tetreault, 1994, p. 202). To see with a third eye involves recognising how social 
VWUXFWXUHV�DQG�SRZHU�UHODWLRQV�D൵HFW�QRW�RQO\�KRZ�NQRZOHGJH�KDV�EHHQ�SURGXFHG�LQ�D�VRFLHW\��
but also how what has ‘counted’ as knowledge has been determined, and by whom” (Tisdell 
1998, p. 150). At the Maltese U3A, learning programmes followed the ‘banking’ educational 
model, as if the “students are ‘objects’ into which teachers pour prescribed knowledge” 
(Freire 1998, p. 4). Indeed, no attempt was made by educators to discuss or prompt learners 
as how socio-structural systems of privilege and oppression - such as race, ethnicity, class, 
religion, sexual orientation, and most importantly for the research herein, gender - impact the 
FRQVWUXFWLRQ�DQG�YDOLGDWLRQV�RI�NQRZOHGJH��,UUHVSHFWLYH�RI� WKH�VSHFL¿F� OHDUQLQJ�REMHFWLYHV�
and outcomes, the contribution of women was never foregrounded in the respective curricula. 
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For instance, whilst in the sociology, anthropology and criminology study-units only the 
works and thoughts of male scholars were presented and discussed (e.g. Marx, Durkheim, 
Weber, Levi-Strauss, Lombroso etc.)—with educators even going as far as to describe such 
early theorists as the ‘founding fathers’ of the disciplines in question—the experiences and 
lives of women were completely absent from historical and contemporary socio-political 
narratives, as if all the protagonists in the making of history and policymaking were men. 
Similarly, in learning programmes on foreign and local literature only books written by male 
authors were studied (e.g. Shakespeare, Dickens, Twain, Hardy, Lawrence, Ellul Mercer, 
Friggieri etc.).

Not only a focus on women’s rights—such as not to experience violence and discrimination, 
and holding unique reproductive privileges—were completely absent during the observed 
learning programmes at the U3A, but the representation of women was firmly entrenched 
in the sphere of domesticity, with the most dominant images being mothers, homemakers, 
KROGLQJ�D�SUR¿FLHQW�LQ�ZRPHQ�IULHQGO\�OHLVXUH�SXUVXLWV�VXFK�DV�ÀRZHU�DUUDQJHPHQW��NQLWWLQJ��
and other home craft skills. Indeed, the taken-for-granted assumption was that whilst older 
men learners came to the U3A on the back of long career in either the professional or 
technological enterprises, their female peers spent their earlier decades as wives, mothers, 
and for some, in a feminine occupation (clerk, typist, assistant etc.) or profession (e.g. 
teaching, nursing, midwifery etc.). Older women who were widows found themselves in 
a double jeopardy, as they were perceived and labelled as ‘unfortunate’ and ‘vulnerable’ 
persons for whom the U3A serves as a kind of therapeutic activity to alleviate their 
ORQHOLQHVV�DQG�LVRODWLRQ��$W� WKH�VDPH�WLPH��ZKLOVW�RQ�RQH�KDQG�ROGHU�PHQ�ZHUH�SHUVRQL¿HG�
as independent, mentally and physically strong, and experienced, on the other hand older 
women were typified as dependent, frail and in need of guidance. Since such gender 
stereotypes formed part of the informal discourse, it was not surprising that ‘gender’ was, for 
some women, a highly contested area. For Sue, ‘gender’ was a hidden, but key, variable as to 
how the U3A was planned and organised:

Sue: Women are provided with very little opportunity to take an active role here, and 
E\�DFWLYH�UROH�,�GR�QRW�PHDQ�FROOHFWLQJ�UD൷H�WLFNHWV�RU�PDNLQJ�DQG�SDVVLQJ�WHD�DURXQG��
I find it very humiliating when the coordinator, who is a man, looks at us women 
when it is time for tea, and at men at the end of a discussion when a decision needs to 
EH�WDNHQ��,�¿QG�WKLV�YHU\�IUXVWUDWLQJ��$IWHU�DOO��ZH�DUH�WKH�8QLYHUVLW\�RI�WKH�7KLUG�$JH�
here, one expects better levels of gender equality.
Interviewer: Do you feel that such undercurrents also have an impact on the 
curriculum?
Sue: I feel that an absence of women higher up, by higher-up I mean where decisions 
are taken, does have an impact on the subjects chosen as well as who is recruited as 
an educator. The learning programmes are all very interesting, mind you, but nothing 
new, everything is so predictable and stereotypical, old people topics if you know 
what I mean, I would not mind learning other subjects not usually associated with 
older people, such as zoology or sexuality for example.
Interviewer: Are these sentiments are shared by other women at the U3A?
6XH��<HV��ZH�WDON�DERXW�WKLV�IUHTXHQWO\��EXW�ZH�DUH�QR�IHPLQLVWV�>ODXJKLQJ@�XOWLPDWHO\��
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we accept what we are given, we keep quiet about it, I wish we had more courage to 
speak up.

Membership at the U3A was therefore far from gender-neutral, as the organisation fails to 
problematise the gendered relations of patriarchal societies, and thus, constructs men and 
ZRPHQ�GL൵HUHQWO\��7KH�8�$�LV�LQ�XUJHQW�QHHG�RI�ZKDW�9RHW��������FDOOV�DQ�³DFWLYH�DQG�VH[�
equal” (p. 136) citizenship which allows equal participation in decision making. Solely 
ensuring the social inclusion of older women in the U3A is definitely not enough since 
‘inclusivity’ often means to be included as part of the dominant ideology whereby the values 
and experiences of marginalised groups remain ignored or rendered invisible. 

The theme of ‘voice’ is also key to a feminist learning, since this is associated with 
knowledge, empowerment and the active claiming of a transformed identity. In this respect, 
LW�ZDV�REVHUYHG�DW�WKH�0DOWHVH�8�$�WKDW�ZKR�VSHDNV�HDVLO\�DQG�ÀXHQWO\��ZKR�WHQGV�WR�UHPDLQ�
silent in the learning environment, and who consciously is recognised as either a ‘follower’ 
or ‘leader’ follows the same systems of privilege and exclusion. Although about three-
quarters of the learners in all classes were women they rarely asked questions, contrary to 
male peers who not only posed frequent interrogations but even contributed commentaries 
as a supplement to the educators’ information. Moreover, both the official coordinator 
employed by the University of Malta and the elected U3A representative were men, as were 
the majority of the members in the management committee. Although Goldberger (1996) 
suggested silence is sometimes resistance and power, and that educators should not assume 
WKDW�VLOHQFH�PHDQV�ODFN�RI�YRLFH��WKLV�ZDV�GH¿QLWHO\�QRW�WKH�FDVH�DW�WKH�0DOWHVH�8�$�

Interviewer: Another issue I want to address is the lack of questions and comments put 
forward by women during the learning sessions. What do you think about this?
5LWD��:HOO��,�WKLQN�WKDW�PRVW�ZRPHQ�DUH�QRW�FRQ¿GHQW�HQRXJK�WR�UDLVH�WKHLU�KDQGV�DQG�
ask the educator a question. Most do not have public speaking experience and are 
WHUUL¿HG�RI�VSHDNLQJ�LQ�IURQW�RI�VXFK�D�ELJ�DXGLHQFH��6SHDNLQJ�IRU�P\VHOI��,�DOVR�QHYHU�
ask any question. Should I have a query, I will speak to the educator after the session. 
Interviewer: So, is it just a question of shyness, low-self-esteem perhaps?
Rita: Well, I cannot rule these out, but it is also a question of being a woman, we know 
that we are not treated really equally here, not that we are explicitly discriminated 
against, but I feel that, here, we cannot be whom we really want to be, we have to 
subscribe to certain moral codes, codes that exemplify our generation, we have to 
VHUYH�IRRG�DQG�WHD��EDNH�FDNHV��RU�WDNH�FDUH�RI�WKH�¿OLQJ�V\VWHP��,�IHHO�WKDW�ZRPHQ�DUH�
accepted here only if they are unobtrusive and assist as required. It is true that this 
was what was required for women throughout our adulthood, but it should not remain 
like that. I see my daughters living their own life and ask myself: What is keeping us 
backwards here? I feel that I am not the one to feel like this here, to feel this anxiety, 
but nobody dares to speak out aloud, as we are afraid to be told that we are too big for 
RXU�ERRWV��,�ZDQW�WR�¿QG�D�ZD\�IRU�XV�ZRPHQ�WR�FKDQJH�WKLQJV�EXW�GR�QRW�NQRZ�KRZ��,�
guess we need a woman with strong leadership qualities, I do not know who can take 
this role though. 
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Through such disclosures, Rita was certain making connections between who she is as an 
individual and her own cultural identity. But most importantly, she is also talking about 
trying to determine some of her beliefs and values rather than just uncritically accepting the 
malestream values she was taught to embrace through her familial and cultural socialisation. 
The point is not merely to recognise the connections between our (partially) constructed 
identity and the social constructions of privilege and oppression that inform our lives, it is 
also to actively work to change such circumstances. 

$XWKRULW\��SRVLWLRQDOLW\�DQG�GLৼHUHQFH

Feminist adult education does not advocate a relationship of equals between educator and 
OHDUQHUV��:KLOVW�DXWKRULWDULDQLVP�KDV�GH¿QLWHO\�QR�SODFH�LQ�DQ\�FULWLFDO�OHDUQLQJ�SURJUDPPH��
it is central that educators hold a level of authority over the learning process to lead it in three 
key directions. First, the educator should use his/her authority to, as hooks (1994) argued, 
“educate for the practice of freedom”. Second, educators should involve themselves and 
learners in what hooks (1994) described as ‘engaged pedagogy’, which takes into account 
people’s emotions as well as critical thinking in learning. Third, feminist education calls 
upon educators to problematize their own positionality in relationship to their authority. And 
¿QDOO\��WKH�HGXFDWRUV¶�DXWKRULW\�VKRXOG�EH�XWLOLVHG�WR�PDLQWDLQ�D�GLUHFWLYH�UROH�LQ�FKDOOHQJLQJ�
unequal power relations and being proactive in working for social change. 

Unfortunately, none of the above directions were observed at the Maltese U3A. Educators 
did not self-perceive themselves as radical educators, and followed the liberal standpoint 
in adult education by allowing learners to focus only what they wanted to learn which, 
inadvertently, functioned to maintain the status quo. During the learning programmes, the 
social fabric was presented as being a fair and meritocratic one, where each individual has 
an equal possibility and opportunity to reach his/her objectives. As a result, educators failed 
to recognise that groups with higher volumes of ethnic, class, age and gender privilege are 
more often recognised and given more status in the social world. Whilst I expected educators 
to directly seek out and validate the voices and contributions of those who have been more 
marginalised and discriminated against by systems of oppression, the opposite was the case. 
For instance, whilst working-class communities were depicted as consisting of lazy men who 
wasted their “God-given talents” and noncompliant women who failed to follow the social 
mores put down by society and religious authorities, the educators treated economic (African) 
migrants with benevolent prejudice by deeming them as religious, athletic and brave but 
UDUHO\��LI�HYHU��DV�DFWLYH�FLWL]HQV��,QGHHG��LW�VWUXFN�PH�WKDW�HGXFDWRUV�ZHQW�WR�VR�PXFK�H൵RUW�
in trying to keep the lid on emotions by delivering the lectures in an impassioned voice and 
XVLQJ�RQO\�3RZHU3RLQW�SUHVHQWDWLRQV�DV�YLVXDO�DLGV��1RQH�RI�WKH�HGXFDWRUV�XVHG�¿OPV�RU�DVN�
learners to write narratives that share each participant’s cultural story around awareness of 
race, class and gender. This was a real pity considering the existing research documenting 
how writing has the potential to enable learners to become more aware of themselves and the 
world, see things in a fresh light, and not only having the power to illuminate challenges but 
also to help solve them (Formosa & Cassar, 2019). Following Tisdell (2000), expressions of 
“personal experience and emotion not only make visible everyone’s positionality early on but 
also allows space for the discharge of emotions, and this gives participants more intellectual 
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energy to deal with the cognitive and/or theoretical material in the course” (p. 180). Such 
issues did not go unnoticed by some women learners, and Krista dwelled at length on such 
matters:

Interviewer: What do you think about the way that learning occurs here?
Daniela: The educators come extremely well-prepared. The fact that they are so 
NQRZOHGJHDEOH�LQ�WKH�¿HOG��VRPH�RI�WKHP�DUH�HYHQ�XQLYHUVLW\�SURIHVVRUV��VXUHO\�KHOSV��
Interviewer: But about their delivery? Do you feel involved?
'DQLHOD��:HOO��WKLV�LV�DQ�LVVXH��%HFDXVH�,�¿QG�PH�QRW�LQYROYHG�DW�DOO��,�¿QG�WKH�OHFWXUHV�
informative but sterile, knowledge-filled but personally uninspiring, as if we are 
listening to a radio programme. I have so many personal experiences which I wish to 
share during the lectures, especially when I would have experienced of the topic at 
hand, such as health issues, foreign cultures, and even discrimination
Interviewer: Discrimination? What type of discrimination?
Daniela: Well, discrimination on age for example. I was forced to retire at 61, that is 
the law, isn’t it? That was the second time I was forced to stop working.
Interviewer: Second time?  
'DQLHOD��<HV��WKH�¿UVW�WLPH�ZDV�EHFDXVH�,�DP�D�ZRPDQ��,�DP�VXUH�WKDW�\RX�DUH�DZDUH�
that a law in the 1980s which forced women to resign from work when they got 
married.
Interviewer: Yes, I am aware of that. But how does this relate to the learning 
experience at the U3A?
Daniela: Oh, come on! Being a woman means you have less privileges than men. Just 
ask the women here, around us, and they will recount you many stories of how they 
had no opportunity to study further, take up a sport, taking up particular occupations 
such as in the army because they are women. Even today at my age, it hurts, how can 
you learn about military history without asking us how come no one joined the army, 
how can you discuss politics without delving in the issue that the place of a woman in 
politics is to support a politician husband? I am talking here about what is never said in 
public, how women live with a fence around their neck throughout their lives. 

Daniela’s statements are reminiscent of her wish to experience gerotranscendence rather than 
simply either personal self-fulfilment or social emancipation. She and other older women 
learners experienced a temporal kind of anxiety - that is, having a limited number of years 
left on one hand and a longer period of retirement on the other - which lead them to utilise 
the meaningful learning projects available at the U3A to make better to maintain the integrity 
of their ‘being’ as possibly the last opportunity to accomplish a sense of self-worth in their 
lives. In Russell’s (2008) words, “learning is about the Being and asking and answering 
Being questions” (p. 221). Such data also validate Hodkinson and colleagues (2008) claim 
learning in later life is characterised by a unique type of learning - that of ‘becoming…as 
one of the ways in which people change” (p. 179). Far from simply acquiring commodities 
such as skills, knowledge, or understanding, as people learn they are constantly undergoing 
a process of personal construction and reconstruction. As retirees face the challenge of 
constructing new identities, learning aids them to locate and build their ‘authentic’ self 
through relational practices such as building a ‘circle of camaraderie’. 
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The link between the intellectual and the social dimensions can, furthermore, be 
understood as representing gerotranscendence, since it enables the individual to move 
into a more universal perspective on life. Senior University thus provides a forum 
where learning and social fellowship are interlinked. Relationality is thus a properly 
integrated and prominent part of learning and education.

Bjursell, 2019, p. 8

7KH�SRVLWLRQDOLW\�RI�ERWK�IDFLOLWDWRUV�DQG�OHDUQHUV�DUH�D�NH\�LQÀXHQFH�RQ�WKH�OHDUQLQJ�SURFHVV�
and outcomes. As there is no ‘universal adult educator’ (Freire, 1970), the class, gender, 
religious, and ethnicity of educators bear strongly on classroom dynamics. Carmen did not 
mince words when sharing her views on this:

Carmen: It is ridiculous that the organisers and educators think that we are like them. 
That we are as religious as them. That we are as privileged as them. Sometimes they 
speak in a language that we cannot understand. 
Interviewer: This is all very interesting. Do you think that educators understand you 
and fellow others as women? 
Carmen: Well, if they are male, I would say I do not think so. Not even my husband 
understood the impact of menopause on me, let alone some 30-year old educator! 
Coming to think of it, we never have any lectures on menopause, it is like the big 
elephant in the room as far as ageing women are concerned. Anyhow, I am digressing 
here. But what I am trying to say here is that I do not feel that the U3A understand 
from where we are coming from. The organisation does not understand how we feel 
and our cultural history, or how spend our later years still caring for our husbands and 
grandchildren.
Interviewer: And how do you feel about this?
Carmen: Oh, how do I feel? Bad, to be honest, I sometimes ask myself what am I doing 
here? I ask myself why doesn’t this feel inclusive? Sometimes it does not make sense.

Older women learners themselves are not exceptions to self-positionality, since not all 
women experience the same type and equal measures of prejudice, and differ in terms of 
class background, ethnicity, etc. Reflecting other international studies on various U3A, 
most of the women learners held a middle-class and relatively high socio-economic status 
backgrounds. Whilst most members seemed unaware of this member bias, this was not the 
case for Michelle who for many years worked in the social service sector:

Interviewer: As one can see, there are a lot of women learners here? Some might be 
tempted to say that the U3A is a women’s association. Would you agree?
Michelle: Well, yes, but, you know, here we see only particular type of women.
Interviewer: What do you mean by a ‘particular type’?
Michelle: Well, educated first and foremost, as many of us here finished secondary 
VFKRRO�ZKLFK�LQ�WKH�¿IWLHV�DQG�VL[WLHV�ZDV�QRW�FRPPRQ�IRU�JLUOV��7KLV�LV�SUREOHPDWLF�LQ�
a way.
Interviewer: Why problematic?
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Michelle: Well, you have a service funded by an organisation which does not cater for 
the learning needs of all older women. Many women are almost illiterate, or with a 
very low level of education. Many of these do not know how to use the Internet or a 
smartphone, this is a necessity nowadays, but the U3A does not cater for such learning 
needs. Here, we cater for those who have already benefitted from the education 
system. This is not fair, there should also be learning opportunities for less educated 
older women. It is a mistake for the older women here to think that all older women 
are similar to each other.

Michelle’s reflections about her peers’ positionality demonstrates an intuitive perception 
about the fact that not all women are situated on the same side of the fence, and possess 
different types of financial, cultural, social, and especially, physical capital. As an age-
segregated organisation, the U3A also has the potential to reproduce ageism by supporting 
the uncompromising division between a ‘normal’ third and a ‘pathological’ fourth age, where 
the latter is characterised solely in terms of decline and death. Although the proclaimed ethos 
of the U3A is to act as an example of positive ageing, it nevertheless acts as a vehicle for 
ageism through a denial of ageing and old age. While Carmen and Michelle spoke of older 
women as capable human beings, more vulnerable and frail peers were referred to in post-
human terms, as objects of care and possible targets of ageism - thus, partaking in a process 
of ‘othering’, where the oldest-old are disdained as the ‘other’. In this respect, the U3A 
sustains a form of “new ageism”, which “replaces an earlier generalized dread of ageing with 
D�PRUH�VSHFL¿F�IHDU�RI�DJHLQJ�ZLWK�D�GLVDELOLW\´��+ROVWHLQ�	�0LQNOHU��������S��������ZKHUHE\�
many older persons are ‘othered’ due to their dependence on care or being diagnosed with 
dementia or severe chronic disease (Formosa, 2021c).

Conclusion

This research demonstrated that the Maltese U3A certainly functioned to meet a range of 
social and emotional needs of older women, as non-formal learning possesses much potential 
to mitigate against solitude and loneliness in later life, generally resulting from widowhood, 
mandatory retirement, health ailments and/or poverty. Findings echoed Wolf’s (2009) 
avowal that older women learners are essentially self-directed and express a preference 
for expressive learning activities, as well as Sagebiel’s (2016) argument that they set high 
goals for themselves and require consistent affirmative feedback from their instructors. 
Williamson’s (2000) argument that older women deem learning in later life to be an 
opportunity to participate in activities that they could not attend to during adulthood due to 
familial responsibilities was also validated. Rather than simply as acts as an opportunity for 
knowledge building, older adult learning provided women with prospects to improve their 
levels of social capital, wellbeing and gerotranscendence (Narushima et al., 2013; Talmage 
et al., 2018). A feminist lens on learning in later life also uncovered how the real crisis 
D൵HFWLQJ�ZRPHQ�GXULQJ�WKHLU�DJHLQJ�WUDQVLWLRQ�ZDV�QRW�VLPSO\�ZLGRZKRRG�EXW�DOVR�LQFOXGHG�
existential concerns. The lives of many older women are far from being hijacked with 
extensive carework towards frail husbands, relatives and grandchildren, and are constantly 
grappling with a desire for ‘being’ and ‘becoming’ in a world extensively characterised by 
malestream assumptions and discourse. The oppressive position of older women due to 
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lifelong cumulative disadvantages needs to be emphasised and put at the centre of studies 
in learning in later life. Despite the U3A not being an example of a ‘women-only learning 
programme’, older women were still anchored in traditional gendered expectations, and 
the ‘grandmothering’ grand narrative reigned supreme. As Kamler (2006) found out, the 
‘home’ acts as a key boundary that constrains older women’s lives and keeps them isolated 
and lonely. Freedom is sought though public spaces such as non-learning organisations that 
include U3As.

The post-structural feminist framework offers much potential in illuminating the lives 
and experiences of older women learners by noting how learning sites include complex 
interactions of power in which relations of privilege and oppression around gender are 
formed in unpredictable ways, and that these relationships cannot be understood through 
unilinear theories about power and subjugation. Post-structuralism avoids the trap of 
homogenising all women as equally oppressed, and thus, allowing the application of a 
‘diversity’ approach that unravels and challenges what Foucault (1980) termed as ‘regimes 
of truth’. Indeed, data highlighted how older women are much diverse in terms of their 
positioning in class, corporeal capital, geographical and ethnicity locations - as well as 
with respect to their personal identities, social experiences and life histories - and how 
learning fails to provide older women with the opportunity to recognise how knowledge is 
FRQVWUXFWHG��GHYHORS�WKHLU�YRLFH��DQG�DFFRXQW�IRU�GL൵HUHQFHV�EHWZHHQ�WKHP��7R�VXPPDULVH��
a post-structuralist feminist approach to older women learning acknowledges differences 
among learners themselves, gives them a ‘voice’ after having been traditionally marginalised 
during their adulthood, views the role of power shaping and distributing knowledge in 
learning sites and society at large, examines how various positionalities - such as those based 
upon gender, race, class, etc - of both the participants and the instructor matter and have an 
effect on the learning environment, and finally, problematises the power and authority of 
the facilitators rather than treating them as given. Quipped with such research lenses, this 
research articles highlighted how the Maltese U3A failed in three key ways in meeting the 
ideals of feminist adult learning. First, it instigated a ‘duality’ of concepts by juxtapositioning 
the public sphere against the private sphere, whereby men were allocated to the former and 
women to the latter. Secondly, by supporting the ‘deletion’ of women from the discourse in 
WKH�¿HOG��7KLV�RFFXUUHG�LQ� WZR�EDVLF�ZD\V��2Q�RQH�KDQG�� WKLV� WUDQVSLUHG�WKURXJK�ODQJXDJH�
when male specific terms were used for generic purposes such as through the use of 
‘chairman’, or when expressions such as ‘president’, ‘co-ordinator’, and ‘prime minister’ 
were always attributed with masculine pronouns. On the other hand, this manifested itself 
when men were written as actors and agents of change whilst women remain nameless, 
passive bystanders, so that the unnatural nature of patriarchy remains unchallenged. And 
finally, overlooking the development and authentication of women’s voices by refraining 
from analysing and criticising the intersecting structural systems of privilege and oppression.

4GHGTGPEGU

Belsey, C. (2002). Post-structuralism: A very short introduction. Oxford University Press.
Bensmaïa, R. (2005). Poststructuralism. In L. Kritzman (ed.), The Columbia history of twentieth-century 



.BSWJO�'PSNPTB
“Why Doesn’t This Feel Inclusive?”A Feminist Poststructuralist Study of Older Women Learners 33

French thought (pp. 92–93). Columbia University Press.
Bjursell, C. (2019). Growth through education: The narratives of older adults. Frontiers in Sociology, 4(11). 

https://doi.org/10.3389/fsoc.2019.00011
Carragher, L., & Golding, B. (2015). Older men as learners: Irish Men’s Sheds as an intervention. Adult 

Education Quarterly, 65(2), 152-168. https://doi.org/10.1177/0741713615570894.
Darmanin, M. (2006). Gender equality in Malta. A Southern European perspective. 6FRWWLVK�$ৼDLUV, 56(1), 69-

87. https://doi.org/10.3366/scot.2006.0037)
Ellsworth, E. (1989). Why doesn’t this feel empowering? Working through the repressive myths of critical 

pedagogy. Harvard Educational Review, 59(3), p. 297-325.
Elo, S., Kääriäinen, M., Kanste, O., Pölkki, T., Utriainen, K. & Kyngäs, H. (2014). Qualitative content 

analysis: A focus on trustworthiness. SAGE Open, 4,1-10.https://doi.org/10.1177/2158244014522633
English L., & Mayo P. (2012). Learning with adults. A critical pedagogical introduction, Rotterdam & Taipei: 

Sense Publishers
Ettiene, J., & Jackson, S. (2011). Beyond the home: Informal learning and community participation for 

older women. In S. Jackson (Ed.), Innovation in lifelong learning: Critical perspectives on diversity, 
participation and vocational learning (pp. 49-66). London: Routledge. 

European Commission. (2006). Adult learning: It is never too late to learn. https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-
content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:52006DC0614&from=EN

Fawcett, B. (2008). Poststructuralism. In L. M. Given (Ed.), SAGE encyclopedia of qualitative research 
methods (pp. 666-670). Los Angelis, CA: Sage publications. https://dx.doi.org/10.4135/9781412963909.
n334

Field-Springer, K. (2017). Informants. In M. Allen (Ed.), The SAGE encyclopedia of communication research 
methods. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. https://dx.doi.org/10.4135/9781483381411.n246

Findsen, B., & Formosa, M. (2011). Lifelong learning in later life: A handbook on older adult learning. Sense 
Publishers.

Findsen, B., McEwan, B., & Mccullough, S. (2011). Later life learning for adults in Scotland: Tracking the 
engagement with and impact of learning for working-class men and women. International Journal of 
Lifelong Education, 30(4), 527-547. https://doi.org/10.1080/02601370.2011.588465

Formosa, M. (2005). Feminism and critical educational gerontology: An agenda for good practice. Ageing 
International, 30(4), 396-411. https://doi.org/10.1007/s12126-005-1023-x 

Formosa, M. (2014). Four decades of Universities of the Third Age: Past, present, and future. Ageing & 
Society, 34(1), 42-66. http://doi.org/10.1017/S0144686X12000797

Formosa, M. (2015). Ageing policy in Malta: Issues, policies and future trends. Book Distributors Limited. 
Formosa, M. (2017). Responding to the Active Ageing Index: Innovations in active ageing policies in Malta. 

Journal of Population Ageing, 10(1), 87-99. https://doi.org/10.1007/s12062-016-9163-1
Formosa, M. (2019a). Active ageing through lifelong learning: The University of the Third Age. In 

M. Formosa (ed.), The University of the Third Age and active ageing: European and Asian-Pacific 
perspectives (pp. 3-18). Springer.

Formosa, M. (2019b). Concluding remarks and future prospects. In M. Formosa (ed.), The University of the 
7KLUG�$JH�DQG�DFWLYH�DJHLQJ��(XURSHDQ�DQG�$VLDQ�3DFL¿F�SHUVSHFWLYHV (pp. 259-272). Springer.

Formosa, M. (2021a). Later-life learning and older women learners: A feminist commentary. Gender a 
výzkum/ Gender and Research, 22(1), 178-200. http:/dx.doi.org/10.13060/gav.2021.007

Formosa, M. (2021b). From invisibility to inclusion: Opening the doors for older men at the University of the 
Third Age in Malta. Gerontology and Geriatrics Education. https://doi.org/10.1080/02701960.2021.1913413

Formosa, M. (2021c). Manifestations of internalised ageism in older adult learning. University of Toronto 
Quarterly, 90(2), 169-182.



.BSWJO�'PSNPTB�
“Why Doesn’t This Feel Inclusive?”A Feminist Poststructuralist Study of Older Women Learners 34

Formosa, M., & Cassar, P. (2019). Visual art dialogues in long-term care facilities: An action research study. 
International Journal of Education and Ageing, 5(1): 23-41.

Formosa, M., & Galea, R. (2020). Critical educational gerontology at a senior centre in Malta: Possibilities 
and limitations for critical consciousness. Educational Gerontology, 46(2), 59-71. https://doi.org/10.1080/0
3601277.2020.1711587

 Formosa, M., & Scerri, C. (2020). Punching above its weight: Current and future aging policy in Malta, The 
Gerontologist, 60(8), 1384-1391. https://doi.org/10.1093/geront/gnaa120

Foucault, M. (1980). Power/knowledge: Selected interviews and other writings 1972-1977. Pantheon.
Freire, P. (1970). Pedagogy of the oppressed. Penguin Books.
Freire, P. (1998). Teachers as cultural workers: Letters to those who dare teach. Westview Press.
Goldberger, N. R. (1996). Cultural imperatives and diversity in ways of knowing. In N. R. Goldberger, J. M. 

7DUXOH��%��0��&OLQFK\��	�0��)��%HOHQN\��(GV����.QRZOHGJH��GL൵HUHQFH��DQG�SRZHU��SS������������%DVLF�
Books.

+D൵RUG�/HWFK¿HOG��7����������Learning in later life: Challenges for social work and social care. Routledge.
Harcourt, B. E. (2007). An answer to the question: “What is poststructuralism. University of Chicago Public 

Law & Legal Theory Working Paper No. 156. https://chicagounbound.uchicago.edu/cgi/viewcontent.
cgi?article=1029&context=public_law_and_legal_theory

Harold, S. (1992). Education in later life: The case of older women. Educational Gerontology, 18(5), 511-527. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/0360127920180508

Hodkinson, P., Ford, G., Hodkinson, H., & Hawthorn, R. (2008). Learning as a retirement process. 
Educational Gerontology, 34(3), 167-184.

Holsetin, M. B., & Minklet, M. (2003). Self, society and the ‘new gerontology’. Gerontologist, 46(6), 787-
796. https://doi.org/10.1093/geront/43.6.787

hooks, b. (1994). Teaching to transgress. Routledge.
Jackson, S. (2005). When learning comes of age: Continuing education in later life. Journal of Continuing 

and Adult Education, 11(2), 188-199. https://doi.org/10.7227/JACE.11.2.6.
Jackson, S. (2006). Jam, Jerusalem and Calendar girls: Lifelong learning and the WI. Studies in the Education 

of Adults, 38(1), 74-90. https://doi.org/10.1080/02660830.2006.11661526
Jackson, S. (2012). ‘Lost ladies’: Lifelong learning and community participation for older women. Studies in 

the Education of Adults, 44(1), 21-34. http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/02660830.2012.11661621.
Kamler, B. (2001a). We’re not nice little old ladies. Journal of Adolescent & Adult Literacy. 45(3), 232-235.
Kamler, B. (2001b). Relocating the personal: A critical writing pedagogy. SUNY Press.
Kamler, B. (2006). Older women as lifelong learners. In C. Leathwood & B. Francis (eds.), Gender and 

lifelong learning: Critical feminist engagements (pp. 153-163). Routledge.
Leavy, P., & Harris, A. (2019). Contemporary feminist research from theory to practice. Guilford Press. 
Maher, F., & Tetreault, M. (1994). The feminist classroom. Basic Books.
Maidment, J. S., & Macfarlane, S. (2011). Older women and craft: Extending educational horizons in considering 

wellbeing. Social Work Education, 30(6), 700-711. https://doi.org/10.1080/02615479.2011.586568
Meade, K., & Walker, J. (1989). Gender equality: Issues and challenges for pre-retirement education. 

Educational Gerontology, 15(2), 171-185. https://doi.org/10.1080/0380127890150206.
1DUXVKLPD��0���/LX��-���	�'LHVWHONDPS��1����������0RWLYDWLRQV�DQG�SHUFHLYHG�EHQH¿WV�RI�ROGHU�OHDUQHUV�LQ�D�

SXEOLF�FRQWLQXLQJ�HGXFDWLRQ�SURJUDP��,QÀXHQFH�RI�JHQGHU��LQFRPH��DQG�KHDOWK��Educational Gerontology, 
39(8), 569-584. https://doi.org/10.1080/03601277.2012.704223 

National Statistics Office. (2014). Census of population and housing 2011, Volume 1: Population. Malta: 
1DWLRQDO�6WDWLVWLFV�2൶FH�

1DWLRQDO�6WDWLVWLFV�2൶FH��������� World population day: 11 July 2021. https://nso.gov.mt/en/News_Releases/



.BSWJO�'PSNPTB
“Why Doesn’t This Feel Inclusive?”A Feminist Poststructuralist Study of Older Women Learners 35

Documents/2021/07/News2021_122.pdf
O’Brien, B. C., Harris, I. B., Beckman, T. J., Reed, D. A., & Cook, D. A. (2014). Standards for reporting 

qualitative research: A synthesis of recommendations. Academic Medicine: Journal of the Association of 
American Medical Colleges, 89(9), 1245-1251. https://doi.org/10.1097/ACM.0000000000000388

Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development & European Union. (2018). Health at a glance: 
Europe 2018��KWWSV���HF�HXURSD�HX�KHDOWK�VLWHV�KHDOWK�¿OHV�VWDWH�GRFV�����BKHDOWKDWJODQFHBUHSBHQ�SGI��

Russell, H. (2008). Later life: A time to learn. Educational Gerontology, 34(3), 206-224.
Sagebiel, F. (2006). Elder women and the emancipative impact of life long learning in Germany. In K. 

Sempruch, K. Willems, & L. Shook (Eds.). Multiple marginalities: An intercultural dialogue on gender in 
education across Europe and Africa. Ulrike Helmer Verlag.

Strauss, A., & Corbin, J. (1998). Basics of qualitative research: Techniques and procedures for developing 
grounded theory (2nd ed.). Sage.

Talmage, C. A., Ross, A., Searle, M. S., & Knopf, R. C. (2018). The social and cognitive transformation 
of older adult women: An analysis of community well-being for a university-based lifelong learning 
community. International Journal of Community Well-being, 1(1), 11-31. https://doi.org/10.1007/s42413-
018-0003-3

Tisdell, E. J. (1996). Feminist pedagogies and adult learning: Underlying theory and emancipatory 
perspective. In Proceedings of the 37th Annual Adult Education Research Conference (Pp. 307-312). 
University of South Florida.

Tisdell, E. J. (1998). Postructural feminist pedagogies: The possibilities and limitations of a feminist 
emancipatory adult learning theory and practice. Adult Education Quarterly, 48(3), 139-156. https://doi.
org/10.1177/074171369804800302

Tisdell, E. J. (2000). Feminist pedagogies. In E. J., Tisdell & J. M. Hugo (Eds.). Women as learners: The 
VLJQL¿FDQFH�RI�JHQGHU�LQ�DGXOW�OHDUQLQJ. Jossey Bass. 

8QLWHG�1DWLRQV�(GXFDWLRQDO��6FLHQWL¿F�DQG�&XOWXUDO�2UJDQL]DWLRQ����������Recommendation on adult learning 
and education. https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000245179_eng

United Nations. (2015). 2030 Agenda for sustainable development. https://sdgs.un.org/publications/
transforming-our-world-2030-agenda-sustainable-development-17981

YDQ�'\N�6����������7KH�DSSUDLVDO�RI�GL൵HUHQFH��FULWLFDO�JHURQWRORJ\�DQG�WKH�DFWLYH�DJHLQJ�SDUDGLJP��Journal 
of Aging Studies, 31, 93-103. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jaging.2014.08.008

Voet, R. (1998). Feminism and citizenship. Sage.
:LOLĔVND��0����������,V�WKHUH�D�SODFH�IRU�DQ�DJHLQJ�VXEMHFW"�6WRULHV�RI�DJHLQJ�DW�WKH�8QLYHUVLW\�RI�WKH�7KLUG�

Age in Poland. Sociology, 46(2), 290-305.
Williamson, A. (2000). Gender issues in older adults’ participation in learning: Viewpoints and experiences 

of learners at the university of the third age. Educational Gerontology, 26(1), 49-66. http://dx.doi.
org/10.1080/036012700267394

:LWKQDOO��$����������([SORULQJ�LQÀXHQFHV�RQ�ODWHU�OLIH�OHDUQLQJ��International Journal of Lifelong Education, 
25(1), 29-49.

Withnall, A. (2010). Improving learning in later life. Routledge.
Wolf, M. A. (2009). Older adult women learners in transition. New Directions in Adult and Continuing 

Education, 29(Summer), 53-62. https://doi.org/10.1002/ace.334

About the author:

Prof. Marvin Formosa, Department of Gerontology and Dementia Studies, Faculty for Social 
Wellbeing & Rector’s Delegate, University of the Third Age (Malta), University of Malta 
(marvin. formosa@uma.edu.mt).


