Introduction
Never in my wildest dreams would I have imagined when I 6rst read
Pedagogy of the Opp.....ed in 1971 that, a decade later, I would be
engaged in a very ~lose oollaboration with its author, Paulo Freire
a collaboration that lasted sixteen y~ until his untimely death on
May 2, 19{J7. Never in my wildest dreams Would I have thought that,
today. I would have the honor to write an introduction to commem
orale the thirtieth annivenary of tHe publication of Pedagogy of the
Oppressed. a book that according to Stanley Aronowitz, "meets the
Single criterion of a 'classic' " in that "it has outlived its own time and
its author's."
I remember vividly my first encounter with Pedagogy of the Op

pres8ed. as a colonized young man from Cape Verde who had been
struggling with significant questions of cultural identity. yearning to
break away from the yoke of Portuguese colonia1ism. Reading Peda·
gogy of the app.....ed gave me a language to criticaliy understand the
tensions, contradictions, fears, doubts. hopes. and "deferred" dreams
that are part and parcel of living a borrowed and colonized cultural
existence. Reading Pedagogy of tM Oppressed abo gave me the inner
strength to begin the arduous process of transcending a colonial ex
istence that is almost cu1turally schizophreniC: being present and yet
not visible, being visible and yet not present. It is a condition that I
painfully experienced in the United States, constantly Juggling the
power asymmetry of the two worlds, two cultures, and two languages.
Reading Pedagogy of the Oppressed gave me the critical tocls to re
Rect on, and understand. the prtK!eSS through which we come to know
what it means to be at the peripllery of the intimate yet fragile rela
tionship between the colonizer and the colonized.
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Paulo Freire's invigorating critique of the dominant banking model
of education leads to his democratic proposals of problem-posing ed·
ucation where "men and women develop their power to perceive crit·
ically the way they exist in the world with which and in which they
find themselves; they come to see the world not as a static reality but
as a reality in the proces~ of transformation. ,. 11lis offered to me
and all of those who experience subordination through an imposed
assimilation policy-a path through which we come to understand
what it means to come to cultural voice. It is a process that always

involves pain and hope; a process through which, as forced cultural
jugglers, we can come to subjectivity, transcending our object position
in a society that hosts us yet is a1Jen.
It is not surprising that my friends back in Cape Verde-and, for
that matter in most totalitarian states-risked cruel punishment, in

cluding imprisonment, if they were caught reading Pedagogy of the
Oppressed. I remember meeting a South African student in Boston
who told me that .tudent. would photocopy chapters of Pedagogy of
the Oppressed and share them with their classmates and peers. Some
times, given the long list of students waiting to read Freire, they
would have to wait for weeks before they were able to get their hands
on a photocopied. chapter. These shldents, and students like them in
Central America, South America, Tanzania, Chile, GuineawBissau and
other nations struggling to overthrow totalitarianism and oppression,
passionately embraced Freire and his proposals for liberation. It is no
wonder that his success in teaching Brazilian peasants how to read
landed him In prison and led to a subsequent long and painful exile,
Oppressed people allover the world identified with Paulo Freire's
denunciation of the oppressive conditions that were choking millions
of poor people, Including a large number of middle-class families that
had bitterly begun to experie'nce the inhumanity of hunger in a p0
tentially very rich and fertile country.
Freire's denunciation of oppression wa5 not merely the intellectual
exercise that we often find among many facile liberals and pseudow
critlca1 educators. His intellectual brilliance and courage in denouDCw
ing the structures of oppression were rooted in a very real and
materia] experience, as he recounts in Letters to Cristina:
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It WIlS a real and concrete hunger that had no speciAc date of
depa.rture. Even though it never reached the rigor of the hunger
experienced by some people I know, it was not the hunger exw
perienced by those who undergo a tonsil operation or are dieting.
On the contrary, our hunger wa5 of the type that arrives unanw
nounced and unauthorized, maldng itself Ilt home without an end
in Sight. A hunger that, if it was not softened as ours was, would
take oYer our bodies, molding them into angular shapes. Legs,

arms, and fingers bet.'Ome skinny. Eye sockets become deeper,
making the eyes almost disappear. Many of our classmates ex

perienced this hunger and today it continues to affilct millions of
Brazilians who die of its violence every year. '
Thus, Pedagogy af the Oppressed has its roots in Paulo Freire's lived
experiences:
The experience of hunger as a child of a middle-elass family that
had lost Its economic base enabled Freire to. on the one hand. identify
and develop "solidarity with the children from the poor outsk;irts of
town"· and. on the other hand, to realize that "in spite of the hunger
that gave us solidarity ... in spite of the bond that united us in our
search for 'WllYS to survive-our playtime, as far as the poor children
were concerned, ranked us as people from another world who hap
pened to fall accidentally into their world":) It is the realiz.ation of
such class borders that led, invariably, to Freire's radical rejectipn of
a classwbased society.
Although some strands of postmodemism would dismiss Freire's
detailed class analysis in Pedagogy of the Oppressed. it is an enormous
mistake, if not academic dishonesty, to pretend that we now live in a
classless world. Although Freire understood very well that "material
oppression and the affective Investments that tie oppressed groups to
the lOgiC of domination cannot be grasped in all of their complexity
within a singular logic of class struggle;'· he consistently argued that
a thorough understanding of oppression must always take a detour
through some fonn of class analysis.
Until his death, he courageously denounced the neoliberal position
that promotes the false notion of the end of history and the end of
01.... Freire always viewed history as possibility. "recognizing that
History is time 6.11ed with possibility and not Inexorably determined
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that the future is problematic and not a1ready decided, fatalistically. ''3
In like manner, Freire continued to reject any fa1se claim to the end
of class struggle. Whereas he continually revised his earller class anal
yses, he never abandoned or devalued class as an important theoret
ical category in our search for a better comprehension of conditions
of oppression. In a long dialogue we had during his last visit to New
York-in fact, the last time we worked together-he agaJn said that
a1though one cannot reduce everything to class, class remains an im
portant factor in our understanding of multiple fonns of oppression.
While poststructuralists may want to proclaim the end of class anal
ysis, they still have to account for the horrendous human conditions
that led, as Freire recounted, a family in Northeast Brazil to scavenge
a landfill and take "pieces of an amputated. human breast with which
they prepared their Sunday lunch. ''i!
Freire also never accepted the "poststructuralisrn tendency to trans
late diverse fonns of class, race, and gender based. oppression to the '
discursive space of subject positions.'" He always appreciated the the
oretical complexity of multifactor analyses while neVer underestimat
ing the role of class. For example, he resisted the essentialist approach
of redUcing all ana1ysis to one monolithic entity of race. For instance,
African functionaries who assimilate to colonial cultural values con
stitute a distinct class with very different ideolOgical cultural values
and aspirations than the bulk of the popUlation. Likewise, it would be
a mistake to view all African Americans as one m~molithic cultural
group without marked differences: United States Supreme Court Jus
tice Clarence Thomas is .black, after all (and oonservative). Somewhat
similar gulfs exist between the vast mass of African Americans who
remain subordinated and reduced to ghettoes and middle-Class Afri~
can Americans who, in some sense, have also partly abandoned the
subordinated mass of African Americans. I am reminded of a discus~
sian I had with a personal friend of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., who
had joined him in the important struggle to end segregation and 0p
pression during the 1960s. DUring our discussion, King's friend re~
marked, "Donaldo, you are right. We are using euphemisms such as
'econOmically marginal' and avoid more pointed. terms like 'oppres-
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sian. ' I confess that I often feel uneasy when I am invited to discuss
at institutions issues pertaining to the community. In rea1ity, I haven't
been there in over twenty years." Having achieved great personal
Sllccess and having moved. to a middle-class reality, this African Amer
ican gentleman began to experience a distance from other African
Americans who remain abandoned in ghettoes.
In a recent discussion with a group of students, a young African
American man who attends an Iry League university told me that his
parents usuallX vote with the white middle class, even if, in the long
run, their vote is detrimenta1 to the reality of most black people. Thus,
we see again that race, itself, is not necessarily a unifying force.
Freire never abandoned his poSition with respect to class analysis

as theorized;n Pedagogy of the Oppressed. However. as he continually
did, he reconstituted his earlier position throughout the years, partic
ularly in our co~authored book Ideology Matters. In it Freire argues
that whereas, for example, "one cannot reduce the anaJysls of racism
to social class, .one cannot understand racism fully without a class
analysis, for to do one at the expense of the other is to fall prey into
a sectarianist position, which is as despicable as the racism that we
need to reject."fj In essence, Freire's later works make it dear that
what is imPortant is to approach the analysts of oppression through a
convergent theoretical framework where the object of oppression is
cut across by such factors as race, class, gender, culture, language,
and ethnicity. Thus, he would reject any theoretical analysis that
would collapse the multiplicity of factors into a monolithic entity, in
cluding class.
Although Freire was readily embraced in societies struggling
against colonialism and other forms of tota1itarianism, his acceptance
in the so-called open and democratic societies, such as the United
States and the nations of Western Europe, has been more prob
lematic. Even though he has an international reputation and follow~
ing, his work is, sadly, not centraJ to the curricu1a of most schools of
education whose major responsibHlity is to prepare the next genera~
tion of teachers. This reJative marginality of Freire's .work in the
!lchool-of-education curricula is partly due to the fact that most of
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these schools are infonned by the positivistic and management models
that characterize the very culture of ideologies and practices to which
Freire was in opposition a111ili life. For example, the Harvard Grad·
uate School of Education sanctions a graduate course called Literacy
Politics and Policies" without requiring students to read, critique, and
analyze the work of F...u.. In fact, one can get • . doctoral ·degree
from this school, or from others, without ever learning about, much
less reading, Paulo Freire. This is tantamount to getting a doctoral
degree in UnguJstics without ever reading Noam Chomsky. The fol·
lowing illustrates my point. In • lecture at Harvard th.t analyzed
Paulo Freire's theories, given by Professor Ram6n Flecha from the
University of Barcelona, a doctoral student approached me and asked
the follOwing: "I don't want to sound naive, but who is this Paulo
Freire that Professor Flecha is citing so much?" I wonder, how can
one expect this doctoral student to know the work of "perhaps the
most significant educator In the world during the last half of the cen
tury" in the words of Herbert Kohl,II when his graduate school pre
tends that Paulo Freire never existed?
Whereas students in the Third World and other nations _struggling
with totalitarian ~es wou1d risk their freedom, if not their lives,
to read Paulo Freire, in our so-called open societies his work suffers
from a more sophisticated fonn of ceruonhip: omission. ntis "aca
demic selective selection" of bodies of knowledge. which borders on
censorship of critical educator'S. is partly to blame for the lack of
knowledge of Paulo Freire's significant contributions to the field· of
education. Even many liberals who have embraced his ideas and ed
ucational practices often reduce his theoretical work and leading phil
osophical ideas to a mechanical methodology. I am reminded of a
panel that was convened to celebrate Freire's life and work at Hwvard
after rus death. In a large conference room filled to capacity and with
people standing in hallwa}'5, a panelist who had obviously reduced
Freire's leading ideas to a mechanized dialogical practice passed a
note to the mooerator of the panel suggesting that she give everyone
in the room twenty seconds to say something in keeping with the
spirit of Freire. This was the way not to engage Freire's belief in
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e mancipation-unless one believes that his complex theory of op
pression can be reduced to a twenty-seoond sound bite. Part of the
problem with this. mechanization of Freire's leading philosophical and
political ideas is that many psudocritical educators. in the name of
liberation pedagogy. often slogaruze Freire by straitjacketing his rev
olutionary politics to an empty clich~ of the dJalogical method.
Pseudo-Freirean educators not only strip him of the essence of his
radical pedagogical proposals th.t go beyond the classroom hound
aries and effect significant changes in the society as weU: these edu
cators also fail to unders.tand the epistemological relationship of
dialogue. According to Freire,
In order to understand the meaning of dilllogical practice, we

have to put aside the simplistic understanding of dialogue as a
lfIere technique. Dialogue does not represent a somewhat fa1se
path that I attempt to elaborate on and realize In the sense of
involving the ingenuity of the other. On the contrary. dialogue
characteri7.es an epistemologica1 reI8tion~hlp. Thus. in this sense.
dla10gue Is a way of knowing and should never be viewed as a
mere tactic to Involve students in a particular task. We have to
make this point very clear. I engage in dialogue not necessarily
because t like the other penon. I engage in dialogue because I
recognize the sociaJ and not merely the indMd~aJlstic character
of the proceu of knowing. In this sense, dialogue presents Itself
as an indispensable component of the process of both learning
and knowing. I Q

Unfortunately, in the United States, many educators who claim to
be Freirean in their pedagogical orientation mistakenly trarufonn Fre
ire's notion of dialogue into a method. thus losing Sight of the fact
that the fundamental goal of dialogical teaching is to create a process
of learning and knowing that invariably involves theOrizing about the
experiences shared in the dialogue process. Some strands of critical
pedagogy engage In an overdose of experiential celebration that offers
a reductionistic view of identity. leading Henry Giroux to point out
that such pedagogy leaves identity and experience removed from the
problematics of power. agency, and history. By overindulging in the
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legacy and importance of their respective voices and experiences,
these educators often fail to move beyond a notion of difference struc
tured in polarizing binarisms and uncritical appeals to the discourse
of experience. I believe that it is for this reason that some of these
educators invoke a romantic pedagogica1 mode that "eroticizes" dis
cussing lived experiences as a process of coming to voice. At the same
time, educators who misinterpret Freire's notion of dialogical teaching

also refuse to link experiences to the politics of culture and critical
democracy, thus reducing their pedagogy to a form of middle-class
narcissism. This creates. on the one hand, the transformation of dia
lOgical teaching into a methoo invoking conversation that provides
participants with a group-therapy space for stating their grievances.
On th~ other hand, it offers the teacher as facilitator a safe pedagog
ical zone to deal with his or her class guilt. It Is a process that bell
'hooks characterizes as nauseating in that it brooks no dissent. Simply
put, as Freire reminded us, "what these educators are calling dialog
ical is a process that hides the true nature of dialogue as B. process of
learning and knowing....Understanding dialogue as a process of
learning and knowing establishes a previOUS requirement that always
involves an epistemological curiosity about the very elements of the
dialogue."l1 That is to say, dialogue must require an ever-present cu
riosity about the object of knowledge. Thus. dialogue is never an end
in itself but a means to develop a better comprehensiC!" about the
object of knowledge. Otherwise, one could end up with dialogue as
con~rsat1on where individual lived experiences are given primacy. I
have been in many contexts where the over-celebration of one's own
location and history often eclipses the possibility of engaging the ob
ject of knowledge by refuSing to struggle directly, fOT instance, with
reaclj.ngs involving an object of knowledge, particularly if these read
ings involve theory.
As Freire himself decidedly argued,

Curiosity about the object of knowledge and the 'Nillingness and
openness to engage theoretical readings and discuuions is fun
damental. However. I am not suggesting an over-celebration of
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theory. We must not negate practice for the sake of theory. To
dQ so would reduce theory to a pure verballsm or intellectual
Ism. By the same token. to negate theory for the sake of prac
tice, as in the use of dialogue as oonvenation, is to run the risk
of losing oneself in the disconnectedness of practice. It is for
this reason that 1 never advocate either a theoretic elitism or a
practice ungrounded in theory, but the unity' between theory
and practice. In order to achieve this unity, one must have an
epistemological curiosity-a curiosity that Is often misstng in di
alogue as conversation,I!
That is, when students lack both the necessary epistemological cu
riosity and a certain conviviality with the object of knowledge under
study, it is difficult to create conditions that increase their epistemo
logical curiosity in order to develop the necessary intellectual tools
that will enable him or her to apprehend and comprehend the object
of knowledge. If students are not able to transfonn their lived expe
riences into knowledge and to use the already acquired knowledge as
a process to unveil new knowledge, they will never be able to partic
Ipate rigorously in a dialogue as a process of learning and knowing.
In truth, how can one dialogue without any prior apprenticeship with
the object of knowledge and without any epistemological curiosity?
For example. how can anyone dialogue about linguistics If the teacher
refuses to create the pedagogical conditions that will apprentice stu
dents into the new body of knowledge? By this I do not mean that
the apprenticeship process should be reduced to the authoritarian
tradition of lecturing without student input and discussion. What be~
comes very clear is that the bureaucratization of the dialogical process
represents yet another mechanism used by even some progressive
educators to diminish Freire's radica1 revolutiOnary and transfonnative
proposals through a process that gives rise to politics without content.
Thus, it is not surprising that some liberals join consezvative educators
to critique Freire for what they characterize Ii! "radical ties," For
e,ample, Gregory Jay and Gerald GralThave argued that Freire', pro
posal in Pedagogy of the Oppressed to move students toward "a crit~
ical perception of the world"-which "implies a correct method of
lIpproaching reality" so that they can get "a comprehension of total
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reality"-assumes that Freire already knows the identity of the op
pressed. As Jay and Graff point out, "Freire assumes that we know
from the outset the identity of the 'oppressed' and their 'oppressors:

Who the oppresson and the oppressed are is conceived not as an
open question that taachen and students might disagree about. but
as a given of Freirean pedagogy."13 This form of critique presupposes
that -education should be nondirective and neutral. a posture that

Freire always opposed! "I must intervene in teaching the peasants
that their hunger is socially constructed and work with them to help
identify those responsible for this social construction. which is. in my
view, a crime against humanity.")" Therefore. we need to intervene
not only pedagogically but also ethically. Before any intervention.
however, an educator must have political clarity-posture that makes
many liberals like GrafT very uncomfortable to the degree tbat he
considers "Radical educational theorists such as Freire. Henry Giroux.
and Stanley Aronowitz ... [as having a] tunnel-vision style of ... writ
ing ... which speaks of but never to those who oppose its premises."15
The assumption that Freire. Giroux. and Aronowitz engage in a
"tunnel-vision style of ... writing" is not only false: it also points to a
distorted notion that there is an a priori agreed-upon style of writing
that is monolithic, available to all, and "free of jargon." This blind
and facile call for writing clarity represents a pe.rnicious mechanism
used by academic liberals who suffocate discourses different from
their own. Such a call often ignores how language is being used to ·
make social inequality invisible. It also assumes that the only way to
deconstruct ideologies of oppression is through a discourse that in
volves what these academics characterize as a language of clarity:
When I was worlcing with FreIre on the book l.Jteracy' Reading
the Won! and the World. I asked a colleague whom I considered to
be politically aggressive and to have a keen understanding of Freire's
work to read the manuscript. Yet, during a discussion we bad about
this, she asked me,' a bit irritably. "Why do you and Paulo insist on
using Marxist jargon? Many readers who may enjoy reading Paulo may
be put off by the jargon." I was at first taken aback. but proceeded
to explain calmly to her that the equation of Marxism with jargon did
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not fully capture the richness of Freire's analysis. In fact. I reminded
her that Freire's language was the only means through which he could
have done justice to the complexity of the various concepts dealing
with oppression. For one thing. 1 reminded her, "Imagine that instead
of writing Pedagogy of lhe Oppressed Freire had written "Pedagogy
of the Di&enfranchtsed." The first title utilizes a discourse that names
the oppressor, whereas the second fails to do so. If you have an "op
pressed:' you must have an "oppressor." What would be the coun·
terpart of disenfranchised? "Pedagogy of lhe Disenfranchised"
dislodges the agent of the action while leaving in doubt who bears
the responsibility for such action. This leaves the ground v..1de open
for blaming the victim of disenfranchisement for his or her own dis·
enfranchisement. This example is a dear case in which the object of
oppression can also be understood as the subject of oppression. Lan
guage lIke this distorts reality.
And yet. mainstream academics like Graff seldom object to these
linguistic distortions t~at disfigure reality. I seldom hear academics
on a crusade for "language clarity" equate mainstream tenns such as
"disenfranchised" or "ethnic cleansing," for example. to jargon status.
On the one hand, they readily accept "ethnic cleansing:' a euphemism
for genocide, while, on the other hand, they will, with cerWn autom
atism, point to the jargon quality of tenns such as "oppression:' "sub
ordination:' and "praxis." If we were to deconstruct the leon "ethrtic
cleansing" we would see that it prevents us from becoming horrified
by Serbian brutality and horrendous crimes against Bosnian Muslims.
The mass killing of women, children, and the elderly and the rape of
women and girls as young as five years old take on the positive at
lribute of "cleansing," which leads us to ~njure a reality of "purifi
cation" of the ethnic "61th" ascribed to Bosnian Muslims, in
particular, and to Muslims the world over, in general.
I also seldom heard any real protest from the same academics who
wl.lnt "language clarity" when, during the Gulf War. the horrific blood
hnth of the battlefield became a "theater of operation," and the violent
killing of over one hundred thousand Iraqis. including innocent
women, children. and the elderly by our "smart bombs," was sanitized
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into a technical term: "collateral damage," I can go on with examples
to point out how academics who argue for clarity of language not only
seldom object to language that obfuscates reality, but often use the
same language as part of the general """"ptance that the "standard"
discourse is given and should remain unproblematic. Although these
academics accept the dominant standard discOurse. they aggressively
object to any discourse that both fractures the dominant language
and bares the veiled reality in order to name It. Thus. a discourse
that names it becomes. in their view, imprecise ahd unclear, and

wholesale euphemisms such as "disadvantaged," "disenfnmchJsed,"
"educational mortality," "theater of operation," "collateral damage,"
and "ethnic cleansing" remain unchallenged since they are part of

the dominant social construction of Images that are treated as un
problematic and clear.
I am often amazed to hear academics complain about the com
plexity of a particular discourse because of its alleged lack of clarity.
It is as jf they have assumed that there is a mono-dJscoune that is
characterized by its clarity and is also equally avallable to all. If
one begins to probe the issue of clarity, we soon realize that it is
class specific, thus favoring those of that class in the meaning_
making process.
The following two examples will bring the point home, Henry Gi·
raux and I gave a speech at Massasoit Community College in Mas~
sachusetts to approximately three hundred unwed molhen who were
part of. GED (graduate-equivalency diploma) program. The director
of the program later infonned w that most of the students were con~
sidered functionally illiterate. After Giroux's speech, during the que,·
tion-and-answer period. a woman got up and eloquently said,
"Professor Giroux, all my Ufe I felt the things you talked about. I just
didn't have a language to expreu what I have felt. Today I have come
to realize that I do have a language. Thank you." And Paulo Freire
told me the story of what happened to him at the time he was pre
paring the English translation of Pedagogy oj the Oppre.9sed, He gave
an African American student at H8JV8I'd. a chapter of the book to read
to see how she would receive it. A few days later when he asked the
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woman if she had read it, she enthusiasticalJy responded, "Yes. Not
only did I read it, but I gave it to my sixteen-year-old son to reael.
He read the whole chapter that night and in the morning said, 'I want
to meet the man who wrote this. He is taJking about me,'" One
question that I have for aJl those ''highly literate" academics who find
Giroux's and Freire's discourse so difficult to understand is. Why is it
that a sixteen-year-old boy and a Poor. "semiliterate" woman could so
easily understand and connect with the complexity of both Freire and
Giroux's language and ideas, and the academics, who should be the
most literate, find the language incomprehensible?
I believe that the aoswer has little to do with language and every.
thing to do with ideology, That is, people often identify With repre
sentations that they are either comfortable with or that help deepen
their understanding of themselves, The call for language clarity is an
ideological is!ue, not merely a linguistic one, The sixteen-year-old and
the semiliterate poor woman could readily connect with Freire's 1cJe..
orogy, whereas the highly literate academics are "put ofF" by some
dimensions of the same ideology, It is, perhaps, for this reason that
a university professor I know failed to include Freire's work in a grad~
uate course that she taught on literacy, When I raised the issue with
her, she explained that student. often 6nd Freire's writing too difficult
and cumbersome. It could also be the reason that the Divinity School
at Harvard University ofTers a course entitled "Education for Uber~
ation," in which students study Freire and James Cone extensively.
whereas no such opportunities are available at Harvard's School of
Education,
For me, the mundane call for a language of "simplicity and clarity"
represents yet another mechanism to dismiss the complexity of the~
oretica1 issues, particularly if these theoretica1 constructs interrogate
the prevailing dominant ideology, It is for this very reason that Gayatri
Spivak correctly points out that the call for "plain prose cheats." I
would go a step further and say, ''The call for plain prose not only
cheats, it also bleaches."
.
For me, it is not only plwn prose that bleaches, Gerald GrafF's
pedagogy of "teaching the conflict" also bleaches to the eltent that it
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robs students of the opportunity to access the critical discourses that
will enable them not only to deconstruct the colonial and hegemonic
paradigms. but will a1so help them realiz.e that one cannot teach con
flict as if, all of a sudden, it fell from the sky. The conAict must be
anchored in those competing histories and ideologies that generated
the conflict in the first place. David Goldberg captures this problem
when he argues that Graffs suggestion:

seeing. That is, they willfully refuse to understand that the very term
"pedagogy," as my good friend and colleague Panagiota Gounari ex
plains it. has G=k roots, meaning "to lead a child" (from pa/8 : chUd
and ago: to lead). Thus, as the tenn "pedagogy" Ulustrates, education
~ inberendy directive and must always be tran,fonnatlve. As Stanley
Aronowitz so succinctly argues, "Freire's pedagogy is grounded in a
fully developed philosophical anthropology, that Is, a theory of human
nature, one might say 8 secular liberation theology, containing its own
categories that are irreducible to virtually any other ph~osophy." 1 1l
The miSinterpretation of Freire's philosophical and revolutionary ped
agogical proposals in Pedagogy of the Oppressed and hi. subsequent
books lies not only in the depolifuatton of his revolutionary aim "to
tTansfonn what Frantz Fannon tenns 'the wretched of the earth' from
'being for others' to 'beings for themselves,' "10 but also in the disar
ticulation of Freire's thinking from his enonnous debt to a philo
sophical tradition that included Man:, Gramsci, Hegel, and Sartre
among others.
Although I was immobi..lized when I received the devastating news
that Paulo Freire, my friend. my collaborator, my teacher. and my
mentor. had died, I found comfort in the certainty that Peci;,gogy of
'he app,....ed had indeed "outlived its own time and Its author'. ... I
found comfort in the immeasurable hope that Paulo represented for
those of us who are committed to imagine a world. in his own words.
that is less ugly. more beautiful. less discrilt;linatory. more democratic,
less dehumanizing. and more humane. In his work and in his life,
Paulo teaches us and the world-with his hallmark humility-what it
means to be an intellectual who fights against the temptation of be·
coming a populist intellectual. As always, he teaches us with his pen
etrating and unquiet mind the meaning of a profound commitment
to 6ght social injustices in our struggle to recapture the loss of our
dignity as human beings. In Paulo's own words:

presupposes that educaton-even the humanists of Graff's ad
dress-occupy a neutral position. or at least can suspend their
preJudices, in presenting the conflicts. and that the conSlets are
fixed and immobile; One cannot teach the (.'onflk15 (or anything
else, for that matter) by assuming this neutral " view from no-
where," for it is no view at all. In other words. the Assumption
of a View from Nowhere is the projection of local values as neu
trally universal ones, the globaUzing of ethnocentric valUe!, as
Starn and Shobat put it. III

The problem with the teaching of the conHict is that the only re
ferent for engaging authority is a methodological one. A5 a result.
Graff demeans the ab~ity of oppressed people to name their oppres
sion as a pedagogical necessity and, at the same time, he dismisses
the politics of pedagogy that "cculd empower ·minorities· . and build .
on privileged students' minimal experience of 'otherization' .. to help
them imagine alternative subject positions and divergent social
designs.17
A5 one can readily see, the mechanization of Freire's revolutionary
pedagogical proposa1s not only leads to the depolitization of his rad
ically democratic work but also creates spaces for even those liberals
who embrace Freire's proposals to confuse "the term he employs to
summarize his approach to education, 'pedagogy' [which] is often in
terpreted as a 'teaching' method rather than a philosophy or a social
theory. Few who invoke his name make the distinction. To be sure,
neither does The Orford English DictioMry. "III This seeming lack of
distinction is conveniently adopted by those educators who believe
that education is neutral as they engage in a socia1 construction of not

We need to say no to the neoliberal fatalism that we are wit·

nesslng at the end of this century, lnfonned by the ethics of the
market, an ethics. in which a minority makes most profits aglUnst
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the lives of the majority. In other words. those who cannot
compete, die. This is a perverse ethics that, In fact. lacks ethics.
I iruist on saying that I continue to be human ... I would
then remain the last educator in the world to say no: I do not
accept .. . history as detennlni!m. I embrace history as pos
sibility ' (where1 we can demystif'y the evil in this perverse fa
talism that characterizes the neoliberal discourse In the end of
this oentury.t.l

Paulo Freire did not realize his dream of entering the twenty-first
century full of hope for "8 world that is more round, less ugly, and
more just." Although he did not hold our ,hands as we crossed the
threshold of the twenty-first century, his words of wisdom, his pen

etrating and insightful ideas, his courage to denounce in order to
announce, his courage to love and "to speak about love without fear
of being called ascientific, if not antisclenti6c," his humility, and his
humanity make him immortal-a forever-present force that keeps
alive our understanding of history as possibility.
I always accepted with humility Paulo's challenge through the c0
herence and humility he exemplified. With much sadness. magoa, but
also with much affection and hope. I say. once more, thank you Paulo:
for having been pre5ent in the world. for having i9Ven us Pedagogy

oj the Oppressed. for baving taught us how to read the world and for
challenging us to humanize the world.
DoNALDO MACEDO

Distinguished Profenor of Liberal Arts and Education
University of Massachusetts. Boston
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Foreword
Over tbe >,,"", tbe tbought and work or tbe Brazilian educator
Paulo freire have spread from the Nortb East of Brazil to an entire
rontinen~ and bave made a prolOund Impoct not only In tbe field of
education but also In tbe overall struggle for national development.
At the precise moment when the disinherited masses in Latin
America are awakening from their traditional lethargy and are anx
ious to participate, as Subjects, in the development cl their coun

tries, Paulo Freire bas perfected a method for· teaching illiterate.
that bas rontrlbuted, In an e<traordlnary way, to that proces. In fact,
those who, in learning to read and write. come to a new awareness of

seUhood and begin to look critically at tbe social situation In which
they Bnd themselves, often take the Initiative In acting to transform
the society that bas denied them this opportunity of participation.
Education il once again a subvenfve force.

In this rountry, we are gradually beromlng aware of the work of
Paulo Freire, but thus far we have thought

of it primarily in terms

or its contribution to the education of illiterate adults In the Third
World If, however, we take a closer look, we may discover that hi.
methodology as well as his educational phtlosophy are as Important
for us as for the dispossessed in Latin America. Their struggle to

berome free Subject. and to participate In the transfOrmation of
their society is similar, in many ways, to the struggle not only of

blacks and Mexican-Americans but also of middle·dass young

pe0

ple in this country. And the sharpness and intensity of that struggle
In -the developing 'Mlrld may well pTO'o'ide us with new insight, new
models. and a new- hope as we face our own situation. For this
reason, 1 consider the publication of Pedagogy of the Oppressed in
an English edition to be something of an event.
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Paulo Freire's thought represents the response of a creative mind
and sensitive conscience to the extraordinary misery and suffering
or the oppressed around him . Born In 1921 In Ilecife, the center of
one of the most extreme situations ofj>oYerty and underdevelopment
In the Third World, he \WS soon forced to experience that reality
directly. As the economic crisis in 1929 in the United States began
to affect BnIZlL the precarious stablUty or Freire's mlddle-d.ss fam
ily gave way and he found himself sharing the pUght of the "wretched
of the earth." This had. a profound inRuence on his life as he came
to know the gnawing pangs or hunger and fen behind in school
beca.use of the listlessness it produced; it also led him to milke a
YOW. at age eleven. to dedicate his life to the struggle agllinst hunger.
so that other children Would not have to know the agony he w ...
then experiencing.
His early sharing of the Ufe or the poor also led him to the diS<.'OI'
, . ery of what he describes as the "culture of silence" of the dispos·
ses5ed. He came to realize that their ignorance Ilnd lethargy were
the direct product of the whole situation of economic, social, and
political domination--and of the paternalilm-of which they were
victims. Rather thlln being encouraged and equipped to knuw and
respond to the concrete realities ri their world, they were kept
"submerged" in 8 situation in which such critical lIW'olreness and
response were practically Impossible And It became clear to him
that the whole educational system was one of the major instruments
lOr the maintenance of this culture of silence.
Confronted by this problem in a very existential way, Freire
turned his attention to the field of education and began to work on
It. Over the years. he has engaged In a process of study and refiec
tion that has produced something quite nevi and creative in educa·
tional philosophy. From a situation of direct engagement in the
struggle to liberate men and women fOr the creation of a new world,
he has reached out to the thought and experience of those in many
different situations and of diverse philosophical positions: in his
words, to "Sartre and Mounier. Erich Fromm and Louis A)thusser,
Ortega y Casset and MilOt Martin Luther King and Che Guevara.

Unamuno and Marcuse. .. He has made use of the tnsights of these
men to develop a perspective on education which Is authentically
his own and which seeks to respond to the concrete realities of Latin
America.
His thought on the philosophy or education..... fint expressed In
1959 In his ductoral dissertation at the UnIversity orReclfe, and later
In his IWrk as Professor of the History and Philosophy or Education
in the same university, as well as in his early tsperiments with the
teaching or ilUterates In that same cIty. The methodology he devel
oped was widely u.ed by Catholic> and others In Hteracy campaigns
throughout the North East or Brazil, and was considered such a
threat to the old order that Freire was jailed Immediately after the
military coup In 1964. Aeleased seventy days later and encouraged
to leave the country, Freire went to Chile, where he spent Rve
years ""rklng with UNESCO and the Chilean Institute for Agrarian
Reform in programs of adult education. He then acted as a consult.
ant at Harvard University's School ofEducatton, and \Wrked in close
association with a number of groups engaged in new educational
experiments in rural and urban areas. He Is presently serving as
Special Consultant to the Office of Education or the World Council
of Churches in Cenew..
Freire has wrUten many articles in Portuguese and Spanish. and
his &rst book, Ed.",,¢o como Pnltlea da UbercJ.uk, WIIS published
In .Brazil In IIlS7_ HI. latest and most complete work, PedagolW of
the Oppremd, Is the 6rst of his wrItings to be published In this
country.
In this brief introduction, there Is no point in attempting to sum
up, In a few paragraphs. what the author develops in a number of
pages. That would be an offense to the richness, depth. and com.
plexlty or his thought. But perhaps a word or witness has Its place
here-a personal witness as to why I find a dialogue with the
thought of Paulo Freire an exciting adventure. Fed up as I am with
the abstractness IUld sterility of so much intellectual work In &ca.
demlc cirdes today, I am excited by a process of re8ection which is
set in a thoroughly historical context, which is carried on in the
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midst of a struggle to create a new social order and thus represents
a new unity of theory and pra%u. And I am encouraged when a
man of the stature of Paulo Freire incarnates a rediscovery of the
humllnizlng vocation of the intellectual, Ilnd demonstrates the power
of thought to negate accepted limits Ilnd open the \Wy to a new
future.
Freire is able to do this because he operates on one basic assump
tion: that man's onfological YOC'ation (as he calls it) is to be Il Subject
who acts upon and tra.nsfonns his \\Urld, and ioso doing moves
toward ever new possibilities of fuller and richer life individually
and collectively. This world to which he relates is not a static and
closed order, Ii given reality which man must accept and to which
he must adjust; rather, it is a problem to be worked on and solved.
It is the material used by man to create history, a task which he
performs as he overcomes that which is dehumanizing at any par
ticular time Ilnd plat.'e and dares to create the qualitatively new, For
.. Freire, the resources for that task at the present time are provided
by the advanced technology of our Western world, but the social
vision which impels us to negate the present order and demonstrate
that hist.ory has not ended comes primarily from the suffering and
struggle of the people of the Third World.
Coupled with this is Freire's conviction (now supported by a wide
, background of experience) that every human being, no matter h(7N
"ignorant" or submerged in the "culture of silence" he or she may
be, Is capable o£looklng critically at the world in a dialogical encoun·
ter with others. Provided with the proper tools for such encounter,
the individual can gradually perceive personal and social reality as
well as the contradictions in it, become conscious of his or her own
perception of that reality, and deal critically with it. In this process,
the old, paternaltstic teacher-student relationship is overcome. A
peasant can facilitate this process for a neighbor more effe<..1ively
than a "teacher" brought in from outside. "People edu(''8te each
other through the mediation of the world."
As this happens, the word takes on new poYJer. It is no longer an
abstraction or magic but a means by which people dis<,'over them-
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selves and their potential as they give names to things Ilround them.
As Freire puts it, each individual wins back the right to soy his or
her own wo,.d, to name the world.
When an JlIiterate peasant participates in this sort of educational
experience, he or she comes to Il new awareness of self, has a new
sense of digni~ and is stirred by a new hope. Time and again,
peasants have expressed these discoveries In striking \W)'S after a
few ho\lfS of class: "I now realize I am a person, an educllted person."
"We were blind; n(7N our eyes hllVe been opened. ,. ·"Before this,
words meant nothing to me; now they speak to me Ilnd I ciln make
them speak." "Now we will no longer be a dead weight on the
cooperative fimn." When this happens in the process of learning to
read, men and women discover that they Ilre creators of culture, and
that all their work can be creative. "I work, and working I transfonn
the world." And as those who have been completely marginalized
are so radically transformed, they are no longer willing to be mere
objects, responding to changes occurring around them; they are
more likely to decide to take upon themselves the struggle to change
the structures of socie~ which until now have served to oppress
them. For this reason, Ii distinguished Brazilian student of national
development recently affirmed that this type of educational work
among the people represents a new factor in social change and-devel
opment, "a new instrument of conduct for the Third World, by
which it can overcome tr.lditionai structures and enter the modern
world"
At first Sight, Paulo Freire's method of teaching illiterates in Latin
America seems to belong to a different world from that in which we
Rnd ourselves in this country. Certainly, it would be absurd to claim
that it should be copied here. But there are certain parallels in
the two situations that should not be overlooked. Our advanced
technological society is rapidly making objects of most of us and
lubtly programming us into conformity to the logic of its system. To
the degree that this happens, We are also becoming submerged in
• new "culture of silence."
The paradox: is that the same technology that does this to us also
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create. a new sen.ltivity to what I. happening. E.pedally among
young people, the new media together wllh the erosion of old con
cepts of authority open the way to acute awareness of this new bond·
age. The young peroelve that thelT right to say their own word has
been stolen from them, and that few things are more important than
the struggle to win It back, And they also realize that the educational
system today-from kindergarten to univentty-is their enemy.

Preface

There is no such thing as a neutrdl educational process. Education
either functtons as an instrument that is used to facilitate the Integra
tion of the younger generation into the logic of the present system
and bring about conformity 10 I~ or II hecome. ·the practice of
freedom," the means by which men and women deal critically and
creatively with reality and diSCOYer how to participate in the transfOr
mation of their world The development of an educational methodol
ogy that facilitate. this process will inevitably lead to ten.lon and
conRict within our society. But it could also contribute to the fonna
. tion of a new man and mark the beginning of a new era in Western
history. For those who are committed to that task and are searching
for concepts and tools for experimentation, Paulo Freire's thQug}tt
wiU make a signi6cant contribution in the years ahead.
RICHARD SHAULL

These pages, which Introduce Pedagogy of tM Opp......d, result
from my observation. during .Ix years of poUtical exlIe, observation.
which have enriched those previowly atrorded by my educational
ICtlvi~.. In Brazil.
I h.... encountered, both In training courses which analyze the
role of ~l and In ICIual experimentation with a truly
liheratlng education. the "fear of freedom· discussed in the Ont
chapter of this book. Not In£requent)l\ training coune participants
call attention to "the danger of conaclent/za¢o· in a way that reveal.
their own fear of freedom. Critical consciowness, they 5al\ is anar
chic. Othen add that critical consciousness may lead to dlsorder.
Some,
confess, Why deny It? I was afraid of freedom. I am
no longer afraldl
In one of these dUcusslon., tbe group was debating whether the
conaclentUDfl/O of men and 1Wmen to a .pecilIc situation of Inju.tice
might not lead them to "destructive fanaticism" or to a "'sensation
of total collapse of thelT world.' In the midst of the argumen~ a
person who previously had been a factory worker for many years
.poke out, ·Perhap. I am the only one here of working-cl... origin.
I can't say that I've und_ood everything you've sold just now, but
I can say one thin_hen I began this coune I was naive. and
when llOund out how naive I was, I started to get crlt/ctJl. But this
dlsoovery hasn't made me a limatic, and I don't feel any collapse
either,"

h_.

1. The term COftIdtn&c&pJo refers to learrung to pen:eive IOd&l, poUtica1, and
economic contradictions. and to take lICUon apbut the oppressive elements of
reality, See chapter a.-Translator', note.
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Doubt regarding the possible effects of con.tcfentWz¢o implies a
premise which the doubter does not always make explicit: It is better
for the victims of injustice not to recognize themselves as such. In
filet. however, conlCient~do does not lead people to "destructive
fanaticism." On the contnuy, by making it possible for people to
enter the historical process as responsible Subjects,' coMdentiz.a¢o
enrolls them in the search for self-affirmation Iltld thus avoids fa:
naticism.
The lI'oWkening of critical consciousness leads the 'MI)' to the
expression of social discontents precisely because these discon
tents are real component! of an oppressive sltuatlon. 3

Fear of freedom, of which its possessor is not necessarily aware,
makes him see ghosts. Such an individual is actually tllking refuge
in an attempt to achieve security. which he or she prefers to the
. risks of liberty. As Hegel testifies:
It is solely by risking life that freedom is obtained; . . . the

individual who has not staked his or her life may, no doubt, be
re<:Ognized as a Person; but he or she has not attained the truth
of this recognition as an independent self-consciousness."

Men and women rarely admit their fear of freedom openly, however,
tending rather to camou8age it-sometimes unconsciously-by pre
senting themsel"" as defende.. of freedom. They give their doubts
and misgivings an air of profound sobriety, as befitting custodians of
freedom. But they confuse freedom with the maintenance of the
status quo; so that if consdentiza¢o threatens to place that status
quo in question, it thereby seems to constitute a threat to freedom
itself.
2. The term Subject8 denotes those who know and act. In contrut to objecu,
which are known and acted upon.-Translator's note
3. Francisco Wefti:lrt, In the preiiace to Paulo Freire, EducartJo como Pnftic4 do
Ub.N1<uU (RIo d. Jan_ 1967).
•
<. G<o<g H..., rh< ,h<..-..o/cgy of Mind (N... Yorl<. 1967). ~ 233.
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Thought and study alone did not produce Pedagogv of the Op
pressed; it is rooted in concrete situations and describes the reac
lton. of lahore" (peasant or urboo) and of middle-class penon.
whom I h8\'e observed directly or indirectly during the course of
my educative work. Continued observation win afford me an oppor
tunity to modify or to corroborate in later studies. the points pro
posed in this introductory work.
This volume will probably arouse negative reactions in a number
of readers. Some win regard my position vis-l-vis the problem of
human liberation as purely idealistic, or may even consider discus
lion of ontolOgical vocation, love, dialogue, hope, humility, and sym
pathy IlS so much reactionary "blah." Others will not (or wiD not
wish to) accept my denunciation of a state of oppression that gratifies
the oppressors. Accordingly, this admittedly tentative m>rk Is for
radicals. I am certain that Christians and Mlll'Xlsts, though they may
disagree with me in part or in whole, will continue reading to the
end. But the reader who dogmatically assumes closed. "irrational"
positions will reject the dialogue I hope this book will open.
Sectarianism, fed by fanaticism, is always castrating. Radicallza
Uon, nourished by a critical spirit, is always creative. Se<.1arlanlsm
mythicizes and thereby alienlltes: radicalization criticizes IUld
thereby liberates. Radicalization involves increased commitment to
the position one has chosen, and thus ever grel:lter engagement in
the effort to tnmsform concrete, objective reality. Conversely, sectar
ianism, because it is mythicizing and IrrationaJ, turns reality into a
Wse (and therefore unchangeable) "reality.·
Sectarianism in any quarter is an obstacle to the emllncipation of
milnkind The rightist version thereof does not always, unfortu
rwtely, call forth its natural counterpart: radicalization of the revolu
tionary. Not Infrequently, revolutionaries themselves become
m6lCtionary by fulling into sectarianism in the process of responding
to the sectarianism of the Right. This possibility, however, should
not lelld the radical to become 11 docile pawn of the elites. Engaged
In the process of liberation, he or she cannot remain pllSslve in the
lace of the oppressor's violence

•
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On the other hand, the radJcal is never a subjectivist. For this
individual the subjective aspect exists only In relation to the objec
tive aspect (the concrete reality, which is the object of analysis).
Subjectivity and objectivity thus join in a dialectical unity producing
knowledge in solidarity with action, and vice versa.
.
For his or her part, the s~tarian of whatever persuasion, blinded
by irrationali~ does not (or cannot) perceive the dynamic of reali
ty-or else misinterprets it. Should this person think dialedically,
it is with a "domesticated dialectic," The rightist sectarian (whom I
have previously termed a born sectarfa~a) wants to slO\Y down the
historical process, to "domesticate" time and thus to domesticate
men ,and women. The leftist-turned-sectarlan goes totally astray
when he or she attempts to interpret reality and history dialectica1iy,
and falls into essentially fatalistic positions.
The rightist sectarian differs from his or h'e r leftist counterpart
in that the funner attempts to domesticate the present so that (he
or sh,~ hopes) the future will reproduce this domesticated present,
while th~ latter considers the future pre-established-a kind of i,n
evitable fate, fortune, or destiny. For the rightist sectarian, "todilY,"
linked to the past, is something given and Immutable; for the leftist
sectarian, "tomorrow" is decfeed beforehand, is inexor.lbly preor~
dained. This rightist and this leftist are both reactionary be<:ause,
starting from their respectively fabe views of history, both develop
forms of action that negate freedom. The fact that one person imag
ines a "well-behaved" present and the other Ii predetermined future
does not mean that they therefore fold their arms and be(.'Ome spec
tators (the fonner expecting that the present will continue, the latter
waiting for the already "known" ~ture to come to pass). On the
contrary, closing themselves into"circles of certainty" from which
they cannot escape, these individuals "make" their O\Yn truth. It is
not the truth of men lind women who struggle to build the future,
running the risks involved in this very construction. Nor Is it the
truth of men and women who 6gbt side by side and learn togeth~r
5. In Eduoo¢o como PrdtlcD da

UberdaJ~.
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how to build this future-which is not something given to be re
ceived by people, but is rather something to be created by them,
Both types of sectarian, treating history In an equally proprietary
fashion, end up without the people-which is another Wd)' of being
against them,
Whereas the rightist sectarian, clOSing himself in "his" truth, does
no more than fullm a natural role, the leftist who becomes se<.1arian
and rigid negates his or her very nature. Each, however. as he re
yolves about "his" truth, feels threatened if that truth is questioned.
Thus, each considers anything that is not "his" truth a lie. As the
Journalist Marcio Moreiril Alves once told me, "They both suffer
from an absence of doubt."
The radical, committed to human liberation, does not be(.'Ome
the prisoner of a "circle of certainty' within which reality is also
Imprisoned. On the contrary. the more radical the person is, the
more fully he or she enters into reality so that, knO\Ying it hetter,
he or she can better transform it. This individual is not afraid to
confront, to listen, to see the world unveiled. This person is not
afraid to meet the people or to enter into dialogue with them. II This
person does not consider himself or herself the proprietor of history
or of all people. or the liberator of the oppressed; but he or she does
commit himself or herself, within history, to fight at their side.
The pedagogy of the oppressed, the introductory outlines of
which are presented in the following pages, is a task for radicals; it
cannot be carried out by sectarians.
I will be satisfied if among the readers of this work there are those
l ufficiently critical to correct mistakes and misunderstandings, to
deepen affinnations and to point out aspects I hwe not perceived It
II possible that some may question my right to discuss rewlutionary
cultural action, a subject of which I have no concrete experience.
The fact that I have not personally participated in revolutionary
letlon, hO\VeVer, does not negate the possibility of my re8ecting on
6, ~ As long as theoretic knowledge remains the privilege of II handful of'acitdeml
rians' In the Party. the latter will face the danger of ,;oing astray.- Rosa LUlcmboufK,
If#/orm or Reoolutlon, dted In C. \Yright Mills. The Marxlrt, (New York. 1963).
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this theme. Furthermore, in my experience as an educator with
the people, using a dialogical and problem-posing education, I have
accumulated Ii comparative wealth of material that challenged me
to run the risk of making the affirmations contained in this work.
From these pages I hope at least the fOllowing will endure, my
trust in the people, and my faith in men and women, and in the
creation of a world in which it wiU be easier to love.
Here I would like to express my gratitude to Elza, my wife and
"Srst reader, ,. for the understanding and encouragement she has
shown my work, which belongs to her as well. I would also like to
extend my thanks to a group of friends for their comments on my
manuscript. At the risk of omitting some names, I must mention
Joao d. Veiga Coutinho, Richard Shaull, Jim Lamb, Myra and )ove
lino Ramos, Paulo de Tarso. Almino Alfonso, Plinio Sarnpaio, Emani
Maria Fiori, Marcela Gajardo, Jos~ Luis Fiori, and Joio Zacat1oti.
The responsibility for the affirmations made herein is, of course,
mine alone.
PAULO FREIRE
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