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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

In the years following the publication of Pedagogy 

of the Oppressed (1970), 1 Brazilian educator Paulo Freire 

has gained the attention of North American educators. Much 

has been written about Freire's method of adult education, 

developed out of his experiences in literacy and adult edu­

cation campaigns in Brazil and in Chile. His work has re­

ceived thoughtful praise and criticism as well as irration-

al adoration and condemnation. 

A first glance at his writings does not seem to 

justify the extremes of praise and condemnation they have 

aroused: Freire himself admits that most of what he has 

written is not original, and the written expression of his 

thought, either in Spanish or in English, is baffling, con-

fusing, obscure, and, at times, downright exasperating. But 

even if the Freire 11 cult 0 should prove to be a fad, destined 

to become a forgotten chapter in the history of educational 

"Messiahs, 0 it cannot be denied that at least he has been 

influential in raising important questions in the education-

al connnunity. 

The reasons for the impact Freire has had on edu­

cators in this country and abroad are probably as complex 

1 
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as the educational scene itself and as the larger cultural 

context in which we live. That cultural context includes a 

growing, disenchantment, shared by an increasingly widening 

spectrum of North Americans, with the dominant patterns of 

the culture and a heightened awareness of the larger, glob­

al context. Tt ia a commonplace to say that we live in a 

period of cultural crisis, a climate of restlessness and 

uncertainty. If such a climate is accompanied by anxiety, 

it also encourages an openness to self-criticism and a chal­

lenge to long-accepted cultural patterns. More and more peo­

ple are willing to question and confront their own culture, 

especially educational institutions which traditionally 

have been considered vehicles and propagators of the domi­

nant culture. 

In this climate, it is not surprising that a warm 

reception be accorded to an educational practitioner like 

Freire, who comes accompanied by impressive credentials of 

success as an educator who seeks to challenge culture by 

means of a dynamic, though not novel, approach to the edu­

cational task. 

Freh>e claims that his methodology of literacy 

training and of follow-up (or "post-literacy") educational 

programs is the only humanist option for educators who are 

committed to the ideal of making it possible for every per­

son to participate fully in a democratic society. As the 

result of the process, the students will be not only func-



3 

tionally literate, but "politically" literate as well. The 

"conscientization" process--defined as the process by which 

the consciousness of people is raised to a critical level--

is concomitant with literacy training and is continued and 

deepened during the post-literacy phase. The ccntent of the 

educational program Freire offers to marginal, functionally 

and/or politically illiterate students is elaborated on the 

basis of the students• own existential situations and of 

the affective and coepitive responses they make to those 

situations. The complex or visions, ideas, outlooks, feel-

ings, and attitudes of the students, as reflected in their 

linguistic discourse, constitutes what Freire calls the 

"generative themestt of the students. 

I intend to examine in this thesis Fre1re 1 s theory 

of generative themes. I will locate them in the framework 

of his methodology and in the larger context of his educa-

tional theories and analyze their nature and f1U1ction in 

Freire•s strategy. 

Review of the Literature 

Freire's most systematic treatment of' generative 

themes is fo1U1d in his major work, Peda&ogy: of the Opnresseq, 

especially in Chapter 3. This chapter includes and expands 

material previously written by Freire as texts for discus­

sion in courses desiep.ed to train coordinators in the adult 

education campaigns in Chile. The material appeared in the 

form of two essays which were published in Sobre la Accion 
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cultural, 2 a collection of essays complled by the Instituto 

de Capacitacion e Investigaci6n ~ Reforma Agraria (ICTRA), 

in Santiago, Chile. They were also included in Educa9ao ! 

Conscientiza9ao,3 a similar collection compiled by the Cen­

tro Tnternac:tonal de Documentacion (CIDOC), in Cuernavaca, 

Mexico. These essays were entitled: 11 Investigacion y Meto­

dolog!a de la Investigacion del Terna Generador--Reduccion 

y Codificacion Tematicas" ("Investigation and Methodology 

of the Investigation into the Generative Theme--Thematic 

Reduction and Codification") and "A Prop6sito del Terna Ge­

nerador y del Universo Tematico" ("On the Generative Theme 

and the Thematic Universe")• 

There is a vast amount of literature discussing 

general aspects of Freire's work. The best source for a 

comprehensive review of literatur& dealing with historical 

background, methodology, reviews of Freire•s books (espe­

cially of Pedagogy of the Oppressed), and studies of other 

topics in Freire is Denis E. Collins' unpublished doctoral 

dissertation.4 The most comprehensive bibliographical 

source of material on Freire in English and foreign lan­

guages is .Tohn Ohliger and Anne Hartung' s ''Quotational Bib­

liography.115 This bibliography includes theses and disser­

tations on Freire, completed or in progress. Many of the 

items revi.ewcd by Collins in his doctoral dissertation con-

tain brief descriptions of generative themes and of Freire's 

methodology. Most of the items, though, deal either with 
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more general aspects of Freire's theory or with its appli­

cability in the North American context. None of them deals 

systematically with generative themes. 

Outline of the Remainder of the Study. 

Chapter II provides a biographical sketch of Frei­

re' s background and experience. 

Chapter III presents a general description of Frei­

re' s two-phase educational strategy. 

Chapter IV discusses the larger context of Freire's 

vision of human beings and their situation. 

Chapter V analyzes in detail the nature, structure, 

and function of generative themes and the process of their 

pedagogical treatment. 

Chapter VI summarizes findings and critical con­

clusions. 
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CHAPTER II 

BIOGRAPHICAL DATA ON PAULO FREIRE 

Paulo Freire was born on September 19, 1921, in 

Estrada de Encanamento, barrio de la Casa Amarela ("neigh­

borhood of the Yellow House"), a middle-class ne1g)l.borhood 

of Pernambuco {or Recife, as it is also called), the capi­

tal of Brazil's Northeast.I 

Recife, a city of one mlllion people, is a sea 

port opening up to the Atlantic Ocean. The section or the 

country of which it is the capital is notorious for its 

poverty and underdevelopment. 2 The Northeast became a priv­

ileged place for the study of what Josue de Castro called 

the 0 geography of hunger." 3 

Freire•s father was Joaqu!n Tem!stocles Freire, 

now dead. Joaqu!n Freire came from R!o Grande del Norte. 

He served as an officer in the military police of Recife. 

Paulo describes his father as a religious man, though not 

a member of religious circles; as "a good man, intelligent, 

capable of loving'•; as delicately respectful of the reli­

gious convictions of Paulo's mother. 

Fre1re 1 s mother, Edeltrudis Neves Freire, is from 

Recife. Freire describes her as "catholic, sweet, kind, 

just • • " . . , "living and suffering, trusting unceasingly 

7 
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in God and in his kind love • u 4 
Freire is married to Elza Maia Costa Oliveira, also 

of Recife. She was a grammar school teacher and later a 

principal. The Freires have five children: Madalena, Cris­

tina, Fatima, Joaqu!n, and Lutgardes. 

Frei1•e 1 s family enjoyed a comfortable economic sta­

tus until the depression of 1929. Reduced to poverty, they 

were forced to move to the city of Jaboatao in April of 

1931. Althoueh no longer in a position of economic comfort, 

Freire's father, a proud man, maintalned many of the sym-

bola of his previous status. Young Paulo continued to at­

tend school, althougp hunger and malnutrition seriously 

hampered his school performance. It was in Jaboatao that 

Freire lost his father. The physical suffering of hunger 

and the humiliation of' retardation in school lef.'t a pro-

f.'ound impression on Paulo. Of these hard and frustrating 

years he remembers: 

It was in Jaboatao, when I was ten, that I began to 
think there were things in the world that did not go 
well. And thouf,h I was a mere child,

5
r began to ask 

myself what could I do to help men. 

At the age of eleven, Frei.re vowed that i!' he lived he 

would connnit himself to the eradication of conditions that 

brought huneer to people. 

He barely passed his admission exams into secondary 

school nt the age of 15. At that time, he still spelled 

rat6n (mouse) with two r 1 s. But at the age of twenty, he 

was already enrolled in tho School of Law at the Federal 
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University of Recife. At that time, he had read already 

several books in grammatical studies by Portuguese and 

Brazilian authors and began to take an interest in the phi­

losophy and psychology of language. To help his older broth-

ers support the family, he taught Portuguese in a secondary 

school. 

This was a period of disengagement from the insti­

tutional Church for Freire. "T withdrew from the Church 

(not from C~d) for about a year, because of the distance 

between life and the sermons preached by priests on Sun-

d 116 ays • • • • He returned to the Church mainly through 

his reading of the works of Tristan de Atayde. other au-

thors he read at the time include Maritain, Bernanos, and 

Mounier. 

In 1944 he married Elza, and Freire considers this 

a significant turning point in his life. 

It was precisely after my marriage that I began to take 
a more systematic interest in educational problems. I 
devoted more time to education, to the philosophy and 
sociology of education than to law, a discipline where 
I never surpassed mediocrity.? 

After he obtained his Licenciate in Law, he had a 

brief and distasteful practice in the field. He then joined 

the Department of Social Service in Pernambuco and served 

as a legal consultant to several workers' unions. As an in-

direct consequence of this work, he began to get involved 

in popular education programs for adults in the slums of 

Recife, where most of the unions recruited their members. 
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From 1946 to 1954 he served as Superintendent of the De-

partment of Education and Culture, a division of the De­

partment of Social Service. His first experiences in popu­

lar education were integrated into the Popular Culture 

movement in Recife, a movement organized by the National 

Union of Students. 8 

Along with his field experiences, Freire continued 

graduate studies in the history and philosophy of education 

at the Federal University of Recife. He completed a doctor­

al dissertation there in 1959, entitled Educa9ao ~ Atuali­

dade Bras1leira. 

In 1959, Celso Furtado, then Director of Brazil's 

National Bank for Economic Development, submitted a report 

to President Kubitschek. The report was an analysis of the 

problems of the Northeast and a plan for economic develop­

ment. The government responded favorably to Furtado's re­

port and erected a new Superintendency for the Development 

of the N.ortheast (SUDENE). President Kubitschek appointed 

Furtado as first Director of SUDENE. Although the new su­
perintendency was not primarily an educational organization, 

it did have a Department of Human Resources, and under this 

Department there was a Division of Education. Through the 

Division of Education SUDENE provided the institutional 

framework for Freire•s literacy campaigns. 

While teaching at the Unive1•sity of Recife, Freire 

recruited many students as volunteer workers in several 
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educational projects in the favelas (slums) of Recife and 

among the peasants of the Northeast. 

By the end of the fifties, Freire was ready to 

launch the literacy campaigns. These started in a small 

scale in 1961 and excited the interest of the people in 

the Alliance for Progress program after a very successful 

experience at Angicos, in R!o Grande do Norte, where 300 

workers learned to read and write in only 45 days. 

President Goulart was even more interested, and 

his government adopted the Freire method for the national 

carnpaifp of alphabetization. Between June 1963 and March 

1964 courses for the training of coordinators of' the "cul­

ture circles" 9 were organized in almost all the state cap­

itals. The plan for 1964 included the inauguration of 

20,000 culture circles capable of handling 2 million stu­

dents {30 students in each circle; each circle lasting 

3 months.) 

The literacy program, in the form in which it was 

conceived by Freire, came to an end with the rllilitary COU.£ 

that overthrew President Goulart•s government in 1964. The 

equipment used in the culture circles was confiscated and 

destroyed, including over 20,000 film-strip projectors. 

Freire was imprisoned in April 1964 and kept in prison for 

seventy days. 

In September 196~. Freire sought refuge in the Boli v­

ian Embassy and left for Chile. There he worked with the 
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adult education programs of the Frei government. From 1965 

to 1968 Freire acted as ·consultant to the Institute of 

Training and Research in Agrarian Reform {ICIRA: Instituto 

~ Capacitaci6n ~ I~vestiga.cion !!!!_ Reforma Agrari~.) ICIRA 

was a government project in collaboration with the United 

Nations Program for Development and the United Nations Or­

ganization for Food and Agriculture. The literacy campaigns 

conducted as part of ICIRA 1 s program gained Chile recogni­

tion from UNESCO as one of the five countries that had best 

dealt with their illiteracy problems. 

In 1969 Freire came to Harvard as a visiting pro­

fessor at the invitation of Harvard University's Center 

for the Study of Education and Development and of the Cen­

ter for the Study of Development and Social Change. 

In February 1970 Freire moved to Geneva, Switzer­

land, to serve as special consultant to the Office of Edu­

cation of the World Council of Churches. Since then, his 

main work has been the investigation of educational prob­

lems in Asia and Africa. He is also the Director of the 

Institut Oecumenique ~ ~veloppement ~ Peuples {Il~ODEP), 

an organiza:tion located in Paris, France, to help promote 

educational encounters around the problems of development. 

Freire has collaborated regularly in seminars with 

Ivan Illich at the Intercultural Center for Documentation 

(CIDOC: Centro Intercultural ~ Documentaci6n) in Cuernava­

ca, Mexico. He has also conducted a number of workshops in 
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the United States between 1970 and 1973. 

Freire continues to lecture on educational topics 

at international conrerences and seminars. He is aware or 

the danger that his educational method be taken as an in­

stant panacea to solve all social problems. According to 

remarks that he himselr has made at several workshops, he 

is supposed to be working on a new book to "demythologize" 

his own Pedagogy £.£. ~ Oppressed. 



NOTES FOR CHAPTER II 

1. The framework for this biographical sketch is 
taken from Freire 1 s autobiographical remarks in Conscienti­
sation: Recherche de Paulo Freire. Document de Travail (Par­
is: TNODEP France ,19(11-.-I have used the Spanish version 
of this document, Concientizacitn: Paulo Freire (2a. ed.; 
Bogot~: Asociacion=ae Publicaciones-Euuca.tlvas, 1973), pp. 
15-18 (my translation). Hereinafter referred to as Concien-
tizaci~n. . 

2. For geographical and historical background on 
Brazil's Northeast, see chapter 2 of' John J. DeWitt; ·11 An 
Exposition and Analysis of Paulo Freire's Radical Psycho­
social Andragogy of Development," unpublished Ed.D. disser­
tation, School of Education, Boston University, 1971. Here­
inafter ref'erred to as 11 An Exposition and Analysis •••• 11 

3. Josu~ de Castro, The Geography of Hunger (Boston: 
Little, Brown, and Co., 1952r:- ~ 

4. Concientizaci6n, p.15 (my translation). 

5. Ibid., P• 16 (my translation). 

6. Ibid. (my translation). 

7. Ibid., p. 17 (my translation). 

8. For an excellent summary of these and other edu­
cational and social movements of this period which serve as 
the background for Freire's educational campaigns, see 
DeWitt, 11 An Exposit ion and .Analysis • • • , 11 chaipters 2 and 
3. 

9. nculture circle" is the term used by Freire to 
de::;ignate his basic educational unit: a group of students 
with a coordinator to moderate and stimulate discussion. 



CHAPTER III 

GENERAL DESCRIPTION OF THE METHOD 

Freire has described his method as "conscientiza-

tion," as a "problem-posing pedagogy," as a "pedagogy of 
. . 

the oppressed,," and as "cultural action for liberation." 

The method is "conscientizationll: it seeks to de-

velop a critical consciousness in the learner, that is, a 

capacity to confront reality as transformable and to inter­

vene subsequently in it to effect that transformation. The 

method, therefore, ia 0 problem-pos1ng0 education as opposed 

to "banking education." 1 Reality is presented not as an 

unalterable giveE, impenetrable,, dense, but as a problem, 

a challenge to be answered by the person in action and re­

flection. The method is a "pedagogy~ the oppressed," and 

it is worlred out ~ them, not !£! them. The right of ev­

ery person to be a subject in relationship with other sub­

jects and with the world is explicitly recognized. Since it 

calls for the active participation of every person in the 

shaping and reshaping of culture and history, the method 

is "cultural action .for liberation." rt invites people to 
.. 

be crea.tors of culture rather than passive spectators or 

willing "consumers" of super-imposed culture. 

Freedom from oppression and freedom to create cul-



ture, to name the world through personal and social trans-

formation: these are the goals of the Freire method of edu­

cation. This freedom is the historical vocation of every 

human being.2 It is every person's right to become more an.d 

more of a subject, an actor and author of history. It fol­

lows that a situation in which any person is prevented from 

exercising this right is an oppressive situation, a situa-

tion of violence. Freire seeks to reach precisely these op-

pressed people. More specifically, his method arises out of 

the Latin American context. The subjects Freire has in mind 

when he talks of the oppressed are the poor and the illit­

erate of Brazil and Chile, the two countries where his meth­

od has been extensively applied. In a literate culture, a 

situation of illiteracy is, objectively, a situation of op-

pression, since the illiterate are prevented from even bas-

ic participation in the decisions that affect their lives. 

They are politically, socially, and economically marginal. 

The discussion that follows presupposes the narrowing down 

of the term "oppressed" to include primarily the illiterate 

adults of Freire' a pedagogical experiences in Brazil and in 

Chile. 

In the Freire method, the process of education of 

the illiterate comprises two phases: the literacy training 

(or "alphabetization") phase and the "post-alphabetization" 
-

phase. These two phases are not to be thought of as exclu-

sive of each other. As it will become evident from the de-
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scription of the phases, there is a great deal of overlap 

between them. The description will enable us to locate the 

generative themes within the larger background of Fre1re 1 s 

strategy. 

In an area with a hig,h illiteracy rate, the first 

educational priority is to initiate a literacy program. 

The basic goal of the educational process--freedom from op­

pression and freedom to name the world--is specified during 

the first phase of the method as freedom from illiteracy 

and as an opening up of the world of the word through the 

ability to read and to write. More fUndamentally, it is to 

earn the right to express one's own ideas, desires, and 

goals. 

Since the pedagogy of Paulo Freire is a pedagogy 

of the oppressed, a pedagogy that is worked out with them 

and not for them, literacy training cannot be the imposi­

tion of the educator's words. Freire•s criticism of most 

literacy programs is that they are thought out, planned, 

and executed by the educators, who choose the words, de­

Sie11, and compose the primers to be used in the literacy 

campaien. The illiterate receive passively the "gift" of 

literacy from the educator. This traditional apprcach pos­

tulates absolute ignorance on the part of the illiterate, 

ignorance that must be remedied by the "saving" influence 

of the educator, who alone knows. 

In contrast to this approach, Freire insists on 
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preserving the dialogical character of the educational proc­

&!s from the very beginning. Once the team of educators, 

ideally composed of a sociologist, a psychologist, a lin­

guistic analyst, a social worker, an anthropologist, etc., 

has located an area where literacy programs are needed, its 

members visit the area and attempt to establish contacts 

with the people there. They will try to develop a relation­

ship of trust with the people, explaining why they are in 

the area and emphasizing the need for the active coopera-

tion of the people in the process. This first contact is 

crucial, and everything hinges on the success of the team 

in developing a climate of trust. 

If this trust and mutual respect can be established, 

the team of educators will enlist as many of the people as 

possible in the first step of the process, which consists 

in an investigation of the "linguistic universen of the 

community. Thia "linguistic universe," the object of the 
' 

search, is the language of the people, their syntax (that 

is, the way they construct their thought), their typical 

expressions. This search takes place during personal visits 

to the area and is not limited to the words used by the 

people. The investigators look at the area as a cultural 

totality; they observe its i.nstitutions and organizations 

(both formal and informal), the behavior of the people at 

work, at home, in church, the tools they use, the patterns 

of relationships: boss-worker, man-woman, adult-child. 
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The search will provide a wealth o.f in.formation 

and materlal for the critical reflection of the members of 

the team. They come together now to share the results of 

their observations and to compare notes. In this process 

they attempt to analyze the cultural totality which func­

tions for them as a code. The interplay of further visits 

to the area and critical reflection and dialogue on their 

observations contributes.to a more complete perception of 

the code in its totality and in its analyzed components. 

This "decodi.fication" process is followed by the selection 

o.f existential situations to be presented in graphic form 

to the people. This 11 re-codi.ficat1on" is an attempt to give 

back to the people their own existential situations in ob­

jectified form, thus making it possible for them to attain 

psychological distance from the situation. Perceiving the 

situation as an object, they rediscover themselves as sub­

jects. 

The "re-presentation't of the codifications to the 

people is done at meetings in the area. Freire calls these 

meetings 0 cul ture circles." A coordinator has the reaponsi­

bili ty of presenting the codifications to the people. A 

codification can be a picture, a diagram, slides, a .film, 

a tape, a dr•amatization. The .function of the coordinator is 

not reduced to a moderation of the discussion. The coordi­

nator will attempt to present to the people as a problem 

not only the codified situation but also their own responses 

to it. This session should be taped. Ideally, two or more 
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observers, including a psychologist and a sociologist, will 

be present to register the sie,nificant behavior of the 

participants. 

It should be noted here that this process of inves­

tigation (decodification by team, codification, decodifica­

tion by the people) is essentially the same at both the 

alphabetization and post-alphabetization stages. Whether 

the goal is alphabetization or a critical analysis of real­

ity, it is imperative that the process actively incorporate 

the learner as subject and not as object of the educational 

experience. 

In the literacy phase, the illiterate students are 

invited to bring into the learning process all their wealth 

of life and experience. Starting with the illiterate 1 s per­

ception of the world, distorted and uncritical as it may 

be, the educator seeks to pose that perception as a problem 

and to motivate the students to see their illiteracy in its 

true perspective, that is, as part of a cultural totality 

of marginality and dependence, resulting from historical 

actions of human beings, and capable, therefore, of being 

transformed by similar historical actions. This motivation 

is the purpose of the first meetings with the illiterate 

prior to the actual literacy training. 

Freire does not advocate a purely passive role for 

his coordinators at these meetings. The dialogicity of edu­

cation demands that the students' word be heard and accept-
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ed, but this demand does not limit educators to just the 

input from students. Dialogue is not destroyed but fUr-

thered if educators introduce themes, perceptions, and 

values that are theirs, provided these are not imposed on 

the students. Those preliminary sessions produced astonish­

ing results in the campaigns in Brazil and in Chile, as 

the "igp.orant" peasants were able to perceive and discuss 

critically crucial concepts such as nature, culture, dia-

logue, and literacy itself from the very first meetings. 

The process of alphabetization proper can now be­

gin. The "building blocks'' to be used are what Freire calla 

"generative words." These words were discovered during the 
-

preliminary phase of investigation into the linguistic 

universe of the people. They are called generative because 

they can generate other words when broken down into their 

component syllables and their respective families. 3 Gener-

ative words are chosen according to four criteria: 

1. The criterion of familiarity: they must belong 

to the linguistic universe of the community where the cam­

paign is taking place. 

2. The criterion of phonemic richness: the greater 

or lesser variety of combinations to which the word can 

give rise. 

3. The criterion of gradualism: the words are ar­

ranged in order of increasing difficulty. 

4. The criterion of existential and affective reso-
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nance: the capacity of a particular word to elicit emotion­

al involvement from the illiterate. 

Freire found that in Portuguese and Spanish he 

needed only fifteen or eighteen words to obtain, by syllab­

ic composition, the entire vocabulary. 4 Each one of these 

words is presented to the participants of a culture circle 

in conjunction with a. visualization or a situation that 

includes a representation of the word under study. The pic­

torial representation enables the group to launch into a 

discussion of the existential situations evoked by the 

word. The word is then presented without the visual aids, 

and then presented again, this time broken into syllables. 

Finally, a "di~covcry cardn is presented to the group. This 

card shows the families of syllables of the word and facil­

itates an insight into the syllabic nature of the language. 

Generative words, then, constitute the program con-

tent for the first phase of the education of tho illiterate. 

Received from the people, the words are returned to them 

in problem-peeing dialogue by the educators. Literacy be-

comes for the illiterate much more than the mechanical mem-

orization of words and phrases presented by a saving elite 

of educators. It is the restoration to the person of a bas-

1c right: the right to say one• s O\m word, to name the 

world through creative transformation, to enter history as 

its author and as eubject. 

Generative themes function in the second phase of 
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post-alphabetization in roughly the same way as do genera­

tive words in the first phase. The investigation of the 

themes always accompanies--and usually precedes--the inves-

tigation of the linguistic universe of the people. The re­

cording of typical expressions of the people of an area 

cannot fail to reveal at the same time their vision of the 

world, their dreams and ideale, their ways of perceiving 

reality and of acting upon it. The object of the investiga-

tion, Freire emphasi~es over and over again, is not the 

people, nor their situation. The investigators try to find 

out, with the people, what is their thought and language 

and response to the situation in which they live. It is in 

the relationship between men and the world that the themes 

are to be found. The themes are not abstract entities that 

exist in an isolated realm, independent of the human world: 

We must realize that the aspirations, the motives, and 
the objectives implicit in the meaningful thematics are 
human aspirations, motives, and objectives. They do not 
exra "out there" somewhere, as static entities; they 
are occurring. They are as historical as men them­
selves; consequently they cannot be apprehended apart 
from men. To apprehend these themes and to understand 
them is to understand both the men who embody them and 
the reality to which they refer. 5 

What are then generative themes? Generative themes 

are concrete representations of many of the ideas, out­

looks, 6 hopes, doubts, fears, values, and challenges aris-

ing out of human beings' orientations to the world at a 

given time and place. 7 They represent a certain way of 

viewing the world and of acting upon it. These representa-



tions are found only in human beings in their relationship 

with the world. Themes thus include a subjective as well 

as an objective pole. The subjective pole of a generative 

theme is a person's perception of reality and the mode of 

action flowing from that perception. The objective pole of 

a generative theme is the concrete situation which chal­

lenges the person and to which a response is given. 

Themes are called generative because " • • • they 

contain the possibility of unfolding into again as many 

themes, which in turn call for new tasks to be fulfilled." 8 

The investigation in the first phase looked for words that 

could generate the entire set of phonemes of the language. 

The investigation in the second phase looks for the themes 

that can generate an ever more critical perception of real­

ity as a totality. 

The themes provide the program content of education 

for the follow-up or post-alphabetization stage. They are 

received from the people and returned to them as a problem 

during the discussions in the culture circles. This dia­

logue between educator and students is mediated by the 

objectified situations, and it enables both to sharpen 

their perception of the themes and to challenge each other 

as they criticize their own perceptions. 

If the themes function in roughly the same way as 

generative words do, then one would expect to find roughly 

similar criteria to guide the search for these themes. Al-
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thoueh Freire himself does not make a comparison between 

generative words and generative themes, it will be helpful 

to inspect their similarities. 

1. Generative themes must belong to what FI'eire 

calls the ttminimum thematic universe" (or "meaningrul the­

matics") which is the complex of people's visions and aspi­

rations. 9 This criterion corresponds exactly to the demand 

that generative words belong to the 11 minimum linguistic 

universett of the people in the area. 

2. Corresponding to the criterion of phonemic rich­

ness for generative words, generative themes are chosen and 

presented according to the capacity they have to lead to a 

critical perception of reality. Freire maintains that the 

thematic investigation is ''most educational when it is most 

critical, and most critical when it avoids the narrow out­

lines of partial or tfocalized' views of reality and sticks 

to the comprehension of total reality." 10 The e.ff'ort of 

investigators to follow the unfolding of the themes into 

other themes and the interplay of opposite or contradictory 

themes corresponds to the search in the first phase for 

the words that could be generated from the familial'! of syl­

lables of each generative word. Freire recommends an ar­

rangement of the codifications of the themes into what he 

calls a lfthematic fan. 11 11 Since it is crucial for the par­

ticipants to get a sense of totality, the codifications re­

flecting an existential situation must open up in the direc-
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tion of the other themes contained in the situation. People 

immersed in reality experience great difficulties in moving 

beyond the stage of just feeling their needs. To help them 

arrive at a critical perception of the causes of those 

needs, the coordinator presents to them a codification 

which is directly related to the felt needs of the group. 

This codification is called an "essential" codification, 

since it represents the nucleus of the situation for the 

participants. After this codification is presented (as a 

slide, diagram or photo) and discussed, 11auxiliarytt codifi­

cations (representing related themes in the make-up of the 

totality) are displayed alongside the essential codifica­

tion. The participants are thus enablod to reach a synthe­

sis of tho diverse elements that interact in the situation, 

and they can begin to emerge from the immediacy of their 

felt needs. 

3. The criterion of gradualism or of increasing 

difficulty in the presentation of generative words has no 

exact parallel in the second phase. Freire warns against 

the introduction of situations that are unfamiliar to the 

participants and specifics that the thematic nucleus of 

codifications should not be overly explicit nor overly 

enigmatic. In the first case, there is no room for decodi­

fication and no stimulus for discussion; the presentation 

can easily degeners.te into propaganda and manipulation. In 

the second case, the decoding process can turn into a 
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guessing game. 12 

4. Finally, if generative words are chosen accord­

ing to their capacity to elicit the existential involvement 

of people, generative themes must fulfill the same require­

ment of affective and emotional resonance and of existen­

tial "weight." 

After the themes have been chosen according to 

these criteria, they are codified and presented to the 

people at the culture circles for debate and discussion. 

The process here, as I remarked above, is not different 

from that used during the literacy stage. The sessions are 

taped and, along with the notes made by the observer~, be­

come a new object for reflection by the members of the 

team. New themes will have arisen in the debates. Themes 

not suggested by participants may be introduced by educa­

tors in order to highlight better the relationships between 

themes. Freire calls these "hinged" themes, and, as indica­

ted before, they do not negate the dialogicity of the proc-

ess. 

The themes that have come out of the initial phase 

of the investigation and of the preliminary discussions at 

the culture circles are then subjected to an interdiscipli­

nary t1•eatment. Different specialties will converge in the 

treatment of a theme such as "development," where econo­

mists, sociologists, anthropologists, psychologists will 

approach the topic from complementary perspectives. The 
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only caution Freire offers here is that 0 specialism"--a 

narrow, one-sided view or treatment of the themes--is to 

be avoided. 13 

The process, ideally, is never-ending. Reality is 

constantly changing and so are the participants in the 

process. Every formulation of the themes comes back to its 

authors as a problem and as the starting point of new in­

sight~, refinements, and developments. 
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NOTES FOR CHAPTER III 

1. Freire, ~edagogi ••• , PP• 57-74 

2. Ibid., p. 28. 

3. For example, the word 0 tijolo11 (brick) is broken 
down as "ti-jo-lo. 11 The families of syllables a.re 11 ta-te-ti­
to-tu," 11 ja-je-ji-jo-ju," and "la-le-li-lo-lu. 11 

4. A sample of Portuguese generative words: favela. 
(slum); chuva (rain); arado (plow); te1 .. reno (land); comida 
(food); oatuque (Afro-Brazflian dancinp}; poco (well); bl­
cicleta Tblcycle); trabalho (work); salari"OlSalary); E,!O­
?lss~o (profession); governo (government); mangu.e (swamp); 
engenho (sugar mill); enxada (hoe); tijolo (brick); riqueza 
(wealth). 

5. Freire, Pedagogy ••• , p. 98. 

6. The Spanish \'ford here is 11 concepciones," which 
the English version of Pedap:op:y translates as 11 concepts." 
"Outlook" seems to be a more--adequate translation. "Concept" 
is synonymous with 11 idea, 11 and it is difficult to see why 
Freire would use two words that are not really different in 
meaning. 

7. Freire, Pedagogy • • • , pp. 91-94. 

8. Ibid., p. 92, note 19. 

9. Ibid., p. 86. 

10. Ibid., p. 99. 

11. Ibid., pp. 107-1100 

12. Ibid.' p. 107. 

13. Ibid., p. 113. 



CHAPTER J.V 

FREIRE 1 S VISION OF PERSONS IN SOCIETY 

Generative themes are quite central in the pedagogy 

of Paulo Freire. They afford a way of bringing together the 

central ideas of Freire 1 s educational philosophy. For the 

sake of description, I tried to locate the themes in the 

context of Freire•s two-phase strategy. I will enlarge that 

context now to include a more comprehensive statement of 

Freire's vision. Such a perspective will validate the af­

firmation about the centrality of the themes and will re­

veal the interconnections with other elements of Freire's 

theory. 

The goal and supreme value for the human person in 

life is humanization. What is humanization for Freire? What 

does it mean for a person to become fully human? Humaniza­

tion can be defined as the process of bringing about a sit­

uation in which it is possible for all persons to fulfill 

their ontological vocation to become a subject and to engage 

creatively and freely with other subjects in the transfor­

mation of the world. This definition calls for s.ome clari­

fication of its terms: 

1) Humanizatlon ~!:_process. 

Freire does not envision humanization as some ideal 

30 
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state of things or paradise on earth. It is not a plateau 

to be reached, a new status quo to be enjoyed once it is 

established. His language leaves no room for doubt: the 

goal of the transformative action and struggle of the op­

pressed is to bring about a Unew situation, one which makes 

possible the pursuit of a fuller humanity.nl The "new man" 

born out of that struggle is no longer oppressor or op­

pressed, but "man in the process of achieving freedom. n2 
.. 

2) or bringing about ~ situation in which .!.! ~ 

1?2ss1bl~ !.£!: all persons to fulfill their ontological voca­

tion to become subjects. 

ThiA part of the definition affirms three things: 

a) Everi human being ~ ~ ontological vocation to 

become~ subject. 

The human condition is one of incomplet.eness. Among 

all incomplete beings, humans alone are aware of thoir in­

completeness, alone capable of making their actions and 

themselves the objects of their reflection. Unlike animals, 

human beings are able to decide from within and to set goals 

and purposes to their activity. In this way they can tran­

scend the limits imposed on them by their situations. They 

can transform the world, perceived as a "not-I,'' and in 

doing so they can transcend their incompleteness. The chal­

lenges presented by the world demand from them reflection, 

criticism, ingenuity, choice, organization of responses, 

and action in settling upon the most appropriate response 
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to the situation. All these activities, in bringing about 

a transformation of the world, create and re-create the 

person as subject.3 

b) There ~ situations that Erevent human beings 

from becoming subjects. 

Many people live reduced to the condition of ob­

jects. They are deprived of freedom and of a voice in the 

shaping of their lives. Decisions are made for them. They 

are politically, economically, culturally, and emotionally 

dependent on the people that prescribe choices for them. 

This situation is the result of violence on the part of 

this latter group. This group of people, the oppressors, 

have exerted, or at least profited from, violence upon the 

oppressed and have reduced them to silence, to a role of 

spectators and victims of history, to a marginal position 

in society. As a consequence of this violent situation, the 

oppressed are effectively prevented from enterlng history 

as its authors. Freire insists that this situation of op-

p1 .. ession dehumanizes not only the oppressed but also the 

oppressor, though in different ways. ·The oppressed are de­

humanized because they are prevented from becoming subjects 

of history. The oppressors are dehumanized because, in at-

tempting to reduce the oppressed to things which they can 

control and possess, they reduce themselves to beings that 

no longer ~ but merely have. For the oppressors, "to ~ 

is to ~ and to be the class of the 'haves' .n4 Following 
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Erich Fromm explicitly, Freire identifies this possessive­

ness toward life and the urge to control and dominate it 

as sadistic love, as love of death and not of life.5 

c) .E£! humanization 1.2 ~ possible, ~ concrete, 

objectively verifiable situation has to ~ brought to exist-

ence. 

Humanization cannot be reduced to an idealistic 

process. Important as it is !'or Freire to help develop a 

critical consciousness in people, he insists that a criti-

cal perception of oppressive situations is a necessary but 

insufficient condition for their transformation. This word 

of caution should be kept in mind before accusing Freire of 

idealism, an impression easily obtainable from his writings 

due to the emphasis on consciousness-raising. A critical 

perception must become a motive for liberating action. A 

clear recogiition of the right of every person to enjoy 

freedom and to become a subject, unaccompanied by any visi­

ble effort to ensure the respect of that right, is a farcefa 

3) To engage creativel! ~ freelz .!!.!.!!! other sub­

.jects in ~ transformation _2! the world. 

a) To engage creativeli and freely. 

If humanization as a permanent process is the goal, 

freedom is a necessary condition for this process to begin 

and an essential ingredient to keep the process going. Free­

dom, like humanization, is not a static thing. It is not 

slmply freedom from the chains of 
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to engage in a process of creation, of permanent transfor­

mation of reality. This freedom is constantly being sought 

and struggled for. 

b) ~ other subjects. 

Freire preaches no individualistic gospel of sal­

vation. The recognition of other people as subjects carries 

in itself a demand that they be treated as such and never 

manipulated as objects, not even in the interests of their 

own liberation. The oppressed "cannot enter the struggle as 

objects in order later to become men."7 

c) In ~ transformation of the world. 

Dialogue between persons is always mediated by the 

world. The transformation of the world is not an absolute 

end in itself. It is subservient to the permanent humaniza­

tion of human beings. The praxis of persons, their creating 

and re-creating of the world, is always for the sake of 

making possible a w0rld where it is easier to love.8 

This process of humanization which we have defined 

takes place in history. Dehumanization, its opposite, is 

also a historical possibility. Neither is a spontaneous, 

pre-determined process. Each results from concrete, histor­

ical actions of human beings. History is made by the inter­

play between the creative actions of :r:ersons and the effect 

these actions have upon their creators. By means of their 

creative activity, human beings make culture, and culture, 

in turn, conditions their subsequent actions. 
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HUinanization, therefore, demands that certain ac­

tions be placed by persons as subjects of history, in order 

to transform the situations that prevent those persons from 

becoming subjects. 

How can those who are prevented by a situation of 

oppression from being subjects act as subjects in order to 

transform that situation? An analysis of this apparent con­

tradiction will give us an insight into Frelre's understand­

ing of the process of humanization and its strategy. 

A situation or oppression implies the existence or 

oppressors and oppressed. These two terms are defined by 

the relationship of oppression that exists between them. 

The relationship has diverse cultural as well as psychologi­

cal aspects to it. Culturally, the relationship is articula­

ted in a complex network of social, economic, and political 

bonds between oppressors and oppressed. Psychologically, the 

relationship is manifested in terms of emotional dependence, 

projection, introjection, aggressiveness, and destructive 

behavior. 

The relationship conditions the thought of the peo­

ple locked into it. Unable to see themselves except in 

terms of the relationship, both oppressor and oppressed are 

prevented from perceiving their reality critically. They do 

not recognize the situation of oppression as a human crea­

tion and, consequently, are either unwilling or unable to 

transform it. This inability takes difforent forms in the 



oppressor and in the oppressed. The oppressed, lacking a 

critical perception of reality, engage in magical forms of 

action or adopt a fatalist attitude and become passive and 

resigned with a situation perceived as unchangeable. For 

the oppressor, a change in objective reality will be highly 

threatening: it will mean a loss of privileged status. In 

both cases there is an absence of critical intervention in 

reality.9 

This lack of intervention by the oppressed raises 

the question of means and strategy. How can the relation­

ship of oppression be transformed so that both oppressor 

and oppressed can be free to become subjects? Freire answers 

that liberation from the bonds of oppression cannot come 

from the oppressor.10 Why? rt follows from the analysis in 

the previous paragraph that a necessary, though insuffi­

cient, condition for the liberating process to begin is that 

the people who are enslaved by the situation be able to 

perceive it critically. Freire claims that this critical 

perception is impossible for the oppressors .9...~ oppressors. 

This impossibility stems from the fact that the oppressors, 

attempting to perceive reality, take one of three attitudes: 

a) The oppressors recognize the situation of oppres­

sion for what it is, but they realize too well that any 

change in the situation would be to their disadvantage. The 

oppressors must proceed to rationalize their decision to 

maintain the status quo and will appeal to mythification as 
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a way to block the emergence of the critical consciousness 

of the oppressed. In this way, they attempt to domesticate 

time and history so that the future will reproduce the pre­

sent and, correspondingly, attempt to domesticate also the 

oppressed so that the latter will accept the oppressor's 

values. Only those who consciously pursue this domestica-

tion process deserve the name of oppressors. 

b) A second possibility is for the oppressors (in 

the milder sense now of those who profit from the situation 

of oppression without awareness of its dehumanizing aspects} 

to want sincerely to do something to alleviate the condition 

of the oppressed. But since their perceptlon of that condi­

tion is naive, the action they take will be misguided, no 

matter how well-intentioned it may be. They will attempt 

to offer salvation to the "sick," "marginal" masses. They 
.. 

will assume a paternalistic attitude toward the masses and 

will often wonder why their generosity is not appreciated 

by the oppressed. Freire applies this criticism not only 

to well-intentioned welfare programs but also to leftist 

sectarians who attempt to carry out a revolution for the 

people instead of incorporating the oppressed as actors in 

the revolutionary struggle. 

c) The third possibility is that the oppressors, 

recognizing {as do those in the first group) the situation 

for what it is, decide to do something about it and (unlike 

those in the second group) recognize and accept the radical 



demand that the oppressed be subjects of their own struggle. 

The oppressors, then, decide to take sides with the op­

pressed and, in a spirit of true solidarity, make a connnit­

ment to struggle with the oppressed. Freire refers to this 

conversion as a "rebirthn for the oppressors, who must 0 die'' 

as oppressors in order to rise as "new men" in the process 

of liberation. 11 If it is true that the oppressor who has 

undergone this rebirth can become a genuine revolutionary 

leader in the struggle of the oppressed, this development 

does not contradict the previous assertion that the oppres­

sor does not liberate the oppressed. One reason is that, 

in going through their rebirth, the oppressors cease to be 

oppressors. Also, to the extent that the oppressors succeed 

in 11 sheddingtt the oppressor consciousness, they will begin 

to acknowledge the oppressed as subjects and will reject 

any attempt at manipulation. 

Whatever the social origin of the leaders of the 

process of liberation, it is the capacity to respect the 

oppressed as subjects that authenticates their leadership 

as truly revolutionary.12 The crucial difference between 

populistl3 manipulation and revolutionary leadership is not 

that the former takes initiatives in the political struggle 

and the latter does not. The difference is rather that pop­

ulist leadership perpetuates dependence through conscious 

or unconscious manipulation, while revolutionary leadership 

is determined from the outset to ''dio" as giver of libera-
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tion and to "be born" again as partner of the oppressed. 14 
So far, this sununary o:f Freire's over-all vision 

reads more like a political pamphlet than like an educa­

tor's philosophical position. Where does education :fit into 

the struggle for humanization? Freire's position can be 

summarized in the form of the following theses: 

a) A political action for liberation must be edu-

cational in character. 

b) Education is never a neutral process: it is ei-

ther an instrument of domestication or a process of libera-

ti on. 

The meaning of the first thesis should be clear 

from the preceding analysis. If the aim of the political 

8truggle is humanization and liberation from oppression, if 

liberation is possible only when the oppressed intervene 

critically in changing their situation, then political lead­

ers must seek to explore with the people the objective sit­

uation of oppression as well as the possible courses of ac-

tion aimed at trans~orrning the situation. That inquiry into 

the objectlve situation is certainly educational in charac-

ter. 

The second thesis requires some clarification. "Ev­

ery educational practice presupposes a concept of man and 

the world.nl5 That is to say, a pedagogy is always, cons­

ciously or unconsciously, built on an anthropology. The vi­

sions of human beings are widely ranging: materialism, ide-



alism, subjectivism, individualism, collectivism. Freire 

attempts to simplify this maze of different and conflicting 

opinions and chooses to examine two positions which are 

extremes in a continuum. Those extremes are subjectivism 

and objectivism. For subjectivism, the world is the crea-

tion of human consciousness. For objectivism, consciousness 

is a mere copy or reflection of reality. In the case of sub­

jectivism, if one wants to change the world, all one has to 

do is change the consciousness of persons. In the case of 

objectivism, any change in objective conditions will result 

automatically in a corresponding change in consciousness. 

Both of these extremes forget that consciousness is always 

in interaction with the world. By establishing a false di­

chotomy between subject and object and emphasizing almost 

exclusively one to the neglect of the other, they make it 

impossible to effect a true transformation of the world. 

The educational practices that flow out of these extreme 

visions will in the end coincide in that they will strive 

for the adaptation of persons to reality. By leaving social 

structures and objective conditions untouched, subjectivism 

winds up attempting to make persons conform to either ac-

tual or imagined reality. By ignoring the role of subjectiv­

ity in the transformation of the world, objectivism seeks 

to manipulate consciousness into conformity with changed 

conditions. 16 

An education whose primary function is to adapt per-
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sons to reality will serve, willingly or unwillingly, the 

status .£.'I:!.£• If the status quo is one of oppression and dom­

ination, education becomes an instrument for the domestica­

tion of human beings and contributes to the perpetuation 

of the dehumanizing situation. 

In contrast to these extremes of subjectivism and 

objectivism, Freire views the person and the world as a 

dialectical unity. Subjectivity and objectivity cannot be 

dichotomized. They exist in a dialectical relationship to 

each other. Human beings act upon the world, and the prod­

ucts of their actions condition· them in turn. An educa­

tional practice flowing from this view of the person will 

attempt not to adapt human beings to reality, but rather 

to integrate them into a constant process of creation and 

re-creation of that world. So conceived, education is not 

really distinct from humanization and liberation. It is 

also easy to see how education and politics complement and 

demand one another. I will come back in a later chapter to 

explore other dimensions of this relationship between poli­

tico and education. At this point, it can be said that 

Freire's pedagogy implies an anthropology, and that both 

demand politics. 

Education, for Freire, is a necessary and permanent 

constituent of tho process of humanization. It is not an 

absolute value nor an end in itself. As every other element 

in Freire's theory, education is subordinated to the supreme 



value of humanization.·It is, however, the most important 

means in the process.17 The practice of education demands 

faithfulness to the ideal of humanization outlined above. 

The structure of the educational process is determined by 

Freire's anthropologyt which views the human being as: 

a) An incomplete being who is aware of that incom-

pleteness; 

b) A being situated in space and time and yet capa­

ble of transcending spatio-temporal limitations; 

c) A being with an ontological vocation to become 

a subject, a vocation that can be realized only in solidar­

ity and in dialogical relationship with other subjects. 

Education will be authentic to the extent that it 

respects this fundamental anthropological vision. 

Education, to be valid, must take into account simulta­
neously man's ontological vocation--vocation to be a 
subject--and the conditions in which man lives: in a 
particular place, at a given tlme, in a definite context. 

More exactly, for education to be a valid instrument, 
it must help man to become a subject bx building upon 
everything that constitutes his life.l~ 

Education attempts to integrate persons into their 

concrete situation. It integrates by challenging persons to 

arrive at a critical perception of the situation by means 

of reflection. Persons make themselves and their relation-

ships with the world the objects of their critical reflec­

tion. 

Man becomes a subject by reflecting on his situation, 
his concrete environment. The more he reflects on that 
concrete reality, the more he "emerges," fully conscious 
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and comnittedi ready to intervene in reality in order 
to change it . 9 

The reflection of persons upon their situation in 

the world leads them to discover themselves as beings of 

relationships: with the world of nature, with other sub­

jects, with their Creator. It is through these relationships 

that persons constitute themselves as subjects. Animals do 

not establish relationships with the world nor with each 

other. They are beings of 11 contacts,"20 which are determined 

exclusively by instinctive endorsement. The world acts for 

them as support and stimulus only. Human beings, on the 

other hand, are at least potentially free to choose their 

responses and follow alternative courses of action. Their 

environment is truly a "world, 11 a ttnot-r." Their situation 

is not merely stimulating; it is also problematic, challeng-

ing. 

Freire seems so concerned with stressing the dis­

tinction between human beings and animals that he conceives 

of the relationships of persons with the world almost ex­

clusively in terms of conflict and struggle. Nature opposes 

persons and constantly challenges them. Even relationships 

with other persons have this conflicting character: 

The relationships of man with other men and with social 
structures are also conflicting relationships to the 
extent that man is continually tempted to reduce other 
men to the status of objects, of things to be used for 
one's own advantage.21 

In these relationships, persons respond constantly 
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to the challenges of their reality. These responses trans­

form the world and transform also the persons that make 

them. This transformation of persons occurs in two ways. 

First, through the process of reflecting, weighing alter­

natives, choosing a path of action, organizing means to 

carry it out, and executing plans, persons are actually 

becoming subjects. Secondly, the products of human activity 

(understanding "products" in the widest possible sense) 

come back to condition and determine future actions of hu­

man beings. 

All these products of human activity constitute 

culture. Culture is the result of human praxis over nature. 

Since this praxis is always the praxis of concrete human 

beings who can build upon the achievements of others, who 

can foresee the consequences of their own actions, and who, 

therefore, can temporalize their existence, praxis creates 

also history. 

Given the logical extension Freire assigns to the 

concept of culture, it is perhaps easier to see how, in his 

view, education and politics are moments in the same strug­

gle. Humanization demands that all persons have access to 

culture; that is, that they become involved in the process 

of creating and re-creating culture. 22 Since culture extends 

to cover the wide range of human praxis upon the world, this 

demand is translated as a radical imperative for participa­

tion of all persons in the social, economic, and political 
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decisions that affect their lives. 

As a force that shapes history, education must also 

take into account the particular juncture in time where hu-

man beings must insert themselves. Our epoch witnesses a 

crucial dilennna for the Latin American societies and other 

countries of the Third World. As these societies emerge 

slowly into the world of technological development, they 

face a choice between modernization and development. By 

0 modernization" Freire means technological development 

within a relationship of dependence on First World socie­

ties. Authentic development includes political, cultural, 

and economic independence besides technological develop-

ment. 

In h1s brief work, Cultural Action: A Dialectic 

Analysis, 23 Freire offers his clearest and most concise 

statement on this dilemma and on its implications for edu-

cation. 

Latin American societies were born as "beings for 

another" as a result of' the colonization process. Their en­

tire life was a reflection of the colonizing society. The 

necessary condition for this domination to continue was the 

creation of a "culture of silence." Only the dominant so­

ciety could have a voice, and this voice was to be imposed 

on the colonized. In the nfu~e of the superiority of Western 

culture and the need to evangelize the ttnatives," the cul­

ture of the colonizer was implanted in the new country. At 
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that stage of development, the Latin American societies 

were closed societies in a dialectic relationship with the 

colonizing societies. Freire applies the Hegelian dialectic 

o:f Master and Bondsman to interpret the relationship of Lat­

in American societies to Spain and Portugal. 

Political independence :for the Latin American coun­

tries did not mean a resolution of the contradiction between 

the colonizing societies (as false Hbeings for themselves") 

and the colonized societies (as ttbeings for another"). Po­

litical dependence was replaced by economic dependence first 

upon England and then the United States. 

Freire makes it clear that the phenomenon of depend­

ence is not an exclusive characteristic of Third World 

countries. There are sectors of oppressed people in the 

First World countries. The difference between them and the 

oppressed of the Third
1 

World is that tho latter are twice 

oppressed: in being members of an object society and in 

being oppressed by the power elites within the object so­

ciety. 

Technological advances begin to appear in the tradi­

tional society. As industry develops, patterns of relation­

ships betw6en members of the society change, and the tradi­

tional culture is challenged. Society is "splitting" and 

enters a phase of transition. This is true mostly of urban 

areas, since the rural areas in Latin America remain, by and 

large, as closed or semi-closed areas. A society in a state 
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of transition experiences a rising demand for political 

participation on the part of the urban masses. Tt is impor­

tant both for the elites of the central societies as well 

as for the elites of the dominated societies to prevent 

this process of emergence from disturbing the effective 

control these elites have enjoyed. The yearning for devel­

opment must be channelled into modernization as an alter­

native that preserves the position of both elites. A new 

style of leadership, populism, comes into existence as a 

historical response to pressure from the masses. Populism 

is manipulative in character, although Freire will admit 

that it does allow for at least an incipient participation 

of the masses in the political struggle. 

The society in transition can follow one of three 

paths of development: a) its elites can opt for moderniza­

tion; b) pressure from the masses may lead, through a proc­

ess of cultural action and/or political revolution, to at 

least the possibility of an ''open" society (defined as a 

society in process of authentic development); c) faced with 

the possibility of an open society, the elites may block 

this development through a military coup as in Brazil and 

Chile. 

Corresponding to these developments in society, 

there are levels of consciousness. The difference between 

the levels is to be understood in terms of preponderance, 

not of exclusivity. "Submerged'' or "semi-intransi ti ve 11 24 



consciousness corresponds to the closed society. Reality 

cannot be perceived structurally: the field of perception 
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is restricted, and an understanding of true causality is 

almost impossible. God, the power of destiny, and fate are 

blamed for conditions that are the responsibility of human 

beings. n.At this level of consciousness, man 1 s behavior is 

properly characterized as magica1. 11 25 With the split in so­

ciety, characteristic of the period of transition, there 

appears an nemerging" consciousness that begins to be "tran­

sitive." At this level, transitive consciousness is naive: 

it begins to perceive reality in a more objective way, but 

it retains many of the myths of the culture of silence and 

reaches for superficial explanations. It is easily manipu­

lated by the dominant elites who try desperately to block 

the emerging consciousness of the people by an effort of 

mythification of reality. Thus, the naive transitive cons­

ciousness can degenerate into an irrational, fanatic cons­

ciousness. The latter Freire calls a floating consciousness: 

falling back into many of the characteristics of the culture 

of silence and accepting the myths of the ruling class, peo­

ple are unable to insert themselves critically and decisive­

ly in the process of transformation of the world. Instead, 

they become a floating f.,roup, enslaved to the demands of 

the system for efficiency and conformity. But naive tran­

sitive consciousness can also develop into a critical cons­

ciousness, a prerequisite and necessary condition for the 
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establishment and preservation of a truly open and democrat­

ic society. 

The correspondence between the levels of conscious­

ness and the stages of society is not to be understood de­

terministically. There exists rather a dialectical relation­

ship between a particular stage in society's development 

and its corresponding level of consciousness. Freire bor­

rows here from the analysis of Louis Althusser to explain 

this relationship in terms of the dialectic of "overdeter­

mination. n26 

The infrastructure and superstructure of a society 

are related dialectically. The economic infrastructure de­

termines the superstructure to a large extent, but a change 

in the former does not necessarily result in a change in 

the latter. As a society moves from the stage of a closed 

society into the period of transition, the consciousness of 

the people may still retain many of the characteristics of 

the "semi-intransitive" level. In this case, the superstruc­

ture has ''overdetermined" the infrastructure: people contin­

ue to behave as if the infrastructure had not changed at 

all. It is important for the educator, Freire warns, to 

keep this phenomenon in mind when dealing with members of 

the oppressed classes who, even when emerging into a more 

transitive level of consciousness, may still harbor many of 

the magical attitudes of earlier levels. rt is equally im­

portant for the revolutionary leader to remember that many 
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of the myths of the old order prevail even after the triumph 

of the revolution, and the internalized image of the oppres­

sor is still harbored in the oppressed. Hence the. require­

ment again that the revolutionary struggle be thoroughly 

educational in character, allowing the oppressed to discover 

the oppressor within themselves and cease to be "dual" 

beings. 

The goal, then, of the educational process that 

seeks to bring about an open society is to lead people to 

arrive at the level of consciousness that corresponds to 

that society. Conscientization, the raising of conscious­

ness to a critical level, is, then, the goal of education. 

Consciousness is critical when it can disengage it­

self from the situation and look at that situation as a 

problem and not as an insurmountable barrier; when it can 

perceive reality as a whole and the elements of a situation 

in their true perspective and in their objective causal re­

lationships with the totality. 

To the extent that the situations in which human 

beings find themselves cease to be for them 11 dense 11 and im­

penetrable, to that extent it will be possible for them to 

engage in action to transform the situations. These "limit­

si tuations 1127 are seen in this awakening critical perspec­

tive as capable of transformation. Persons involved in them 

perceive their problematic character and are challenged to 

place acts that negate and overcome the situation.28 
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Limit-situations do not have in themselves a char-

acter of hopelessness. This character comes rather from the 

fatalistic attitude persons take toward them. In themselves, 

limit-situations are "not the impassable boundaries where 

possibilities end, but the real boundaries where possibili­

ties begin. t,29 

The acts through which persons respond to the chal­

lenge of the situation are called "limit-acts." These acts 

aim at making viable the opposite of the limit-situation: a 

new situation that appears to the actors as an "untested 

feasibility.n30 

Education attempts to integrate persons into their 

concrete situations so that they can transform. these situa­

tions. Since persons must engage in the transformation free­

ly, education must begin with the students' perception of 

their situation, even if that perception is naive.31 Attempt­

ing to think for the people leads to domestication or at 

least to manipulation. Any attempt to bestow critical per­

ception on the people as a gift will keep them in the con­

dition of objects of history rather than its subjects. 

For people to become subjects of history, they must 

see critically their objective situation as well as their 

own original, naive perception of it. It is here, in this 

capacity of human beings to "split their consciousness" by 

making themselves the objects of reflection, that we find 

the evidence for the existence of generative themes.32 

I 
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Themes exist "because men are capable of creating their own 

world, a world of specific, historical, cultural situations, 

or climates, that delineate the profiles of epochs.1133 

Freire•s discussion of the stages in a society's 

development implies this notion of "epochs" or ''epochal 

units. 11 34 Although he never defines exactly an "epochal 

unit," he does give some indications of what he means by 

the term. For example, the period of transition in Latin 

American societies is such an epochal unit. This epochal 

unit is characterized by the emergence of the popular clas­

ses and by the phenomenon of populist leadership. It is 

further characterized by the dramatic choice between modern­

ization and true development. In the case of Brazil, the 

military take-over of 1964 would represent the beginning of 

a different epochal unit. Each epochal unit is characterized 

by a complex of ideas, concepts, hopes, doubts, values, and 

challenges of the people in that epoch. "The concrete rep­

resentation of many of these ideas, values, outlooks, and 

hopes, as well as the obstacles which impede man's full hu­

manization, constitute the themes of that epoch. n35 

Here Freire brings together the two closely related 

ideas of themes and epochs. If persons are to be subjects 

of history, they must perceive critically the themes of 

each epoch. A critical perception of the themes implies a 

critical perception of the limit-situations, and this per­

ception was seen to be an indispensable requirement for the 
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transformation of those situations. A failure to recognize 

the themes of an epoch or a distorted perception of them 

will lead to inauthentic forms of action, and, as a conse­

quence, persons will be the objects of historical proc-

asses. 

A critical perception of the limit-situation in­

volves a recognition of the ttuntested feasibility" that 

lies beyond the situation. This untested feasibility has 

meaning only to the extent that perceiving subjects engage 

in concrete action to bring the new situation about. Every 

theme has a task associated with it. These tasks require 

limit-acts.36 Because a limit-situation implies an antago­

nistic relationship between those who benefit from the sit-

uation and those who are oppressed by it, the tasks of 

these two groups of persons will also be antagonistic in 

character. For the oppressors, the limit-situation is an 

advantageous situation to be maintained at all costs, and 

the untested feasibility is a threatening limit-situation 

which must not be allowed to materialize. For the oppressed, 

on the other hand, it is the maintenance of the limit-situa-

tion that is not only threatening, but actually an assault 

on their dignity as human beings. 

As the antagonism between these contradictory posi­

tions deepens, there is a tendency on the part of the op­

pressors to mythicize both the themes and reality. These 

myths foster a climate of irrationality and sectarianism 
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that deprives themes of their true sigpificance, and irra­

tionality itself becomes the predominant theme of that ep­

ochal unit~ This irrationality is opposed by the theme of 

critical consciousness and its implied task of conscienti­

zation. 

There are many dimensions to the conflict and strife 

between themes or, to be more precise, to the strife of hu­

man actors as they take conflicting positions. A critical 

analysis of the situation of oppression reveals that oppres­

sion and domination occur at different levels: internation­

al, national, regional, local. Accordingly, we find that 

epochal units are articulated into a diversified range of 

units and subunits, and the themes associated with them 

are likewise n1ocated in concentric circles moving from the 

general to the particular.n37 At the broadest possible lev­

el of epochal units, themes are found of a universal char­

~cter. Freire identifies the theme of domination (with the 

theme of liberation as its opposite and as objective to be 

reached) as the fundamental theme of our epoch. At the other 

end of the spectrum, the end of most particularity, Freire 

prefers to talk about "subjects" rather than themes. Fol­

lowing a distinction made by Professor Joao Coutinho, a 

teaching colleague at Harvard, Freire refers to a person's 

isolated perception of a vital necessity as a "subject. 11 38 

.For example, a topic relating to better cultivation of the 

land could be a subject whose theme would be the socio-eco-
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nomic development of the country. The criterion to differ­

entiate a subject from a theme seems to be whether the per­

ceiving persons are able to grasp the relationship of their 

more immediate need to the larger context of their reality. 

Freire does not enlarge on this theme-subject distinction, 

but he seems to imply here that one has themes only when 

one can perceive immediate situations in relation to nation­

al projects. This restriction seems to contradict his state­

ment in Pedagogy that themes can be located in concentric 

circles (thus allowing for perception of themes at a local 

level) and also that themes may be perceived in isolation 

from other themes.39 

summarz 

Education is the practice of freedom and an indis­

pensable requirement for the initiation of human beings into 

the process of humanization. This process is made possible 

when human beings are able to intervene critically in real­

ity. Education seeks to mediate this intervention by raising 

the level of consciousness of the people to the point where 

they can perceive their situation structurally, that is, 

when they can recognize the objective causes of that situa­

tion. This critical perception is unattainable outside of 

action upon reality. 

Educators who engage in education for liberation 

recognize that the whole educational process must be ade­

quate to the goal sought. The content and methods of educa-
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tion must respect the ontological vocation of human beings 

to be subjects, help them to realize their potential to 

transform the world and their capacity to establish rela­

tionships of reciprocity with other persons and with God, 

and enable them to enjoy their right to be creators of cul­

ture .40 Hence the need to find the content of liberating 

education in the generative themes of the people, investiga­

ting those themes by means of a dialogical and problem-pos­

ing methodology. 

Generative themes, received from the people and 

submitted to the critical analysis of both educators and 

people, form the backbone of the educational process. The 

centrality of the themes in Freire's pedagogy derives from 

the fact that they are the content and program of education 

and from their being the locus where Freire's axiology, 

philosophical anthropology, epistemology, and theory of 

learning come together to complement and illumine each other. 

In this chapter, I have attempted to summarize Frei­

re' a vision of humanization and the place of education in 

this process. The summary provides a more adequate frame­

work to discuss now, in more detail, the generative theme. 
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CHAPTER V 

ANALYSIS OF GENERATIVE THI~MES 

l. The Problem of Evidence. 

Freire addresses the problem of evidence with re­

spect to generative themes before he discusses their nature 

and structure. It is difficult to understand why he does 

this since it makes little sense to ask whether something 

exists when you do not lmow what it is that you are looking 

ror. 

A possible explanation for this ract could be that 

the third chapter of Pedagogy of the Oppressed is a combina­

tion, revision, and enlargement of two articles written dur­

ing Freire•s work in Chile. In the first or these articles, 

entitled "Investigation and Methodology of the Investigation 

into the Generative Theme, ° Freire explains how the educator 

goes about dfscovering generative themes and treating them 

pedagog:tcally. In the second article, entitled "On the Gen­

erative Theme and the Thematic Universe," Freire provides 

a more detailed analysis of themes and their nature.lrt is 

at the beR1nn1ne of this second article that he discusses 

the evidence for the existence of generative themes. In the 

present form of the articles, however, this section on evi­

dence looks awkward and out of place. 
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In defense of Freire, I will admit that his consid-

eration of evidence, although strange .from a logical point 

of view, does open up into a discussion of the nature of 

generative themes. For this reason, I have respected Frei-

rets arrangement in my own analysis. 

Generative themes are not an arbitrary creation nor 

a working hypothesis to be verified. One could apply the 

Carthesian method of critical and systematic doubt and 

question the objectivity of these themes. Freire, however, 

replies that 

it does appear possible to verify the reality of the 
generative theme, not only through one's ovm existen­
tial experience but also through a critical reflection 
on the men-world relationships and ~n the relationships 
between men implicit in the former. 

Freire' a strategy to convince the reader of the 

reality of generative t.hems is the .following: 

a) There is a peculiarly human way of relating to 

the world as indicated by a comparison and contrast between 

human beings and animals. 

b) The most significant difference between them is 

that human beine;s can "distance" themselves from the world 

and objectify it in thought and language. 

c) Through the objectification of the world in 

thought and language, human beings give expression, also in 

language, to their orientation in the world. 

d) Generative themes are then defined as the ex-

pression and exteriorization of the person's vision of the 
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world. 

One may object that what we have here is evidence 

by definition. The objection is justified. All Freire is 

doing is directing our attention to the specifically human 

realm of lAnguage to discover there the richness, the sig­

nificance, the plurality, the transformation, and histori­

cal composition of the themes as the expression of the hu­

man mode of being in the world.3 

Freire's emphasis on language is understandable in 

light of his background in the philosophy or language, 

which he pursued prior to his involvement in the literacy 

campaigns in Brazil. 

2. The Nature and Structure of Generative Themes. 
~ ~ ~---~~~ ~~---

A generative theme is a concrete representation or 

ideas, values, outlooks, and hopes, as well as the obstacles 

which impede man's full humanization in a given historical 

epoch. 4 
A. ! C~nerative Theme. 

The word "theme" does not present too many dirricul­

ties. As used by 'Freire, it means a topic of conversation. 

As such, a theme's function is to mediate dialogue between 

human beings. It is the content or subject matter of dia­

logue. 
I 

The "generative" nature of the themes will be dis-

cussed more fully in the next section of this chapter. 
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B. A concrete representation. 

1) First of all, a theme is a representation of 

something, an expression of some aspect of reality.5 A rep­

resentation of reality is possible only for a being who can 

establish some distance (in a psychological sense) from the 

reality which is present to that being. It presupposes the 

capacity to recogpize reality as a "not-I" and, consequent­

ly, the capacity to recognize the "I" standing before real­

ity. A representation implies also the existence of someone 

to whom reality is represented. This "someone" is not nee-

essarily distinct from the being who represents reality. 

Most often, however, the representation ls done :for the 

sake of somebody else. It can be argued that even when the 

recipient of the representation is identical with its pro-

ducer the representation necessarily involves a third party. 

This will become evident as we explore further the nature 

of this representation. 

2) What is the nature of the representation? The 

representation, according to Freire, is the exteriorization 

of the vision of the world that persons have.6 From the 

context (F'relre is here talking about the decodification 

process that takes place in a culture circle), the exteri-

orization of persons' views of the world and of their ways 

of thinking and acting upon it is done by means of language. 

3) To investigate the generative theme, according 

to Freire, is to investigate the thought-language of per-
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sons in reference to their concrete situation. Thought and 

language are intimately united: it is impossible to have 

dialogue without critical thinking, and critical thinking 

appears only in the process of dialogue.7 Quoting Chomsky's 

Cartesian. Linpuistics, Freire reminds us that mastery of 

language leads to an expansion of thought and feeling.8 

During the initial investigation phase into the linguistic 

universe of the community, the members of the team pay spe­

cial attention to the syntax of the people, which, for Frei­

re, is the way in which the people construct their thougpt.9 

4) Given the intrinsically social character of lan­

guage, a representation of reality that takes place ttonly" 

in thought is possible only because of concepts and rela­

tionships developed through communication with other sub­

jects by means of language. So even when I am 0 thinking to 

myself" I am not alone; there are others ''with me" through 

our connnon language. 

5) The representation is concrete. By concrete 

Freire does not mean simply that the representation refers 

to actual events or situations. Given the dialectical char­

acter of his thought, the use of the adjective "concrete" 

modifying "representation" suggests a distinct similarity 

with the Hegelian "concrete universal. 11 

In the Hegelian dialectic, concrete universals are 

the most adequate type of concepts and the proper compo­

nents of the dialectical method. 
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They (concrete universals] include the individual dif­
ferences explicitly and actually, along with the common 
features of things. They are formed not by evacuating 
the field of individuals but by assuming it into a ra­
tional unity •••• The concrete universal expresses 
the rationality of being, and hence signifies the uni-
1!-in-difference and the connectedness of actual beings. 
Tlieliiore the togetherness of things is comprehended, 
the more adequate is the concrete universal. There are 
various grades of such concepts, based upon mounting 
degrees of concreteness and comprehensiveness. Ulti­
mately, however, every concept, on this side of the ab­
solute idea itself, bears a certain trace of abstract­
ness or one-sidedness. There is only one unconditional­
ly adequate, concrete universal: the absolute or divine 
idea, which is one with the absolute mind In the stat'e 
01"'"S'elf-possession.10 

Themes are not concrete universals in the Hegelian 

sense: there is no absolute spirit in Freire•s ontology. 

Consequently, human beings are not reduced to mere moments 

in the development of the Absolute Mind. Freire is no ide-

alist in a philosophical sense. However, Freire's themes 

share many of the attributes of concrete universals: 

a) Being the exteriorization of the visions of the 

world that human beings, always tied to a specific ~ and 

~' have, the themes include the differences in situations 

along with the features those situations have in common 

with others. For example (my example, not Freire•s), the 

theme of education will include, for the people of a par-

ticular area, many needs, hopes, and challenges that are 

quite peculiar to that area, as well as more universal as­

pirations and needs which are common to people in different 

areas. 

b) To the extent that a theme captures more and 
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more of the totality in which people of an epoch live, more 

and more of the "togetherness" and interrelationships of 

things, it will be more adequate as a representation of 

reality and as a motivation to action. 

c) There are also various grades of themes, based 

upon their degree of inclusiveness and comprehensiveness. 

d) In Hegelian terms the one unconditionally ade­

quate concrete universal is the absolute or divine idea. 

For Freire, the only adequate perception of reality is a 

critical perception of its totality. The more comprehensive 

one's view of the whole of reality, the more critical onets 

knowledge will be. 

e) The abstractness or one-sidedness of concrete 

universals accounts for the dialectical movement that 

strives to overcome that abstractness. Freire' a themes also 

call forth their dialectical opposites. I will return to 

the dialectical conflict between the themes in a later sec­

tion. 

c. or ideas, values, outlooks, ~ hopes. 

The "something'' that is represented is a cluster of 

cognitive and affective responses of human beings to their 

world. Some of those responses are specifically listed by 

Freire in the definition, but I doubt that he intends to 

give us an exhaustive list. His concern seems to be to em­

phasize that it la the whole person that is engaged in the 

orientation to the world. 
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D. As well ~ ~ obstacles which impede man 1 s full 

humanization. 

The wording in Freire•s definition is ambiguous. 

Two interpretatione are possible: 

1) The themes are representations of ideas, values, 

outlooks, and hopes and a representation of the obstacles 

which impede full humanization. 

2) The themes consist ~ of the obstacles them-

selves. 

Freire's formulations tend to support now one, now 

the other of these alternative interpretations. Sometimes, 

his formulation even seems to imply a more objectivistic 

variation of the second interpretation, one which would 

identify the themes with just the objective situations 

themselves. Let us take a look at some of Freire•s own 

statements in Pedagogy:. 

In support of the second interpretation: 

To apprehend these themes and to understand them is to 
understand both the men who embody them and the reality 
to which they refer.11 

At times, Freire•s language seems to imply what he 

himself criticizes as the mistaken notion that themes "exist, 

in their original objective purity, outside men--as if 

themes were things. nl2 For example: 

The fact that individuals in a certain area do not per­
ceive a generative theme, or perceive it in a distorted 
way, may only reveal a limit-situation of oppression in 
which men are still submerged.13 

If individuals do not perceive a generative theme, 
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then it follows that themes are there, outside, ready to be 

perceived. If the themes can be perceived in a distorted 

way, then there must be a "right" way of perceiving them, 

which means that they must exist in "objective purity, 

outside men. 0 

In spite of the above-mentioned examples, I think 

that Freire would reject this extreme interpretation to 

which his own lack of precision gives rise. 

A stronger case can be made for the position that 

themes consist also, though not exclusively, of the objec­

tive situations to which people respond. First of all, the 

text does allow for such an interpretation. Secondly, if to 

understand \the themes is ''to understand both the men who 

embody them and the reality to which they refer,nl4 th€n 

the themes must include both the affective and cogpitive 

responses or persons to situations and the situations them­

selves. Thirdly, given the dialectical character of Freire's 

thinking, one would expect to find this character reflected 

in his understanding of the themes. In this perspective, 

the themes would be the result of the dialectical relation-

ship between the perceptions of human beings and the situa­

tions which they perceive. 

Against this interpretation, however, the following 

passage could be adduced: 

Actually, themes exist in men in their relations with 
the world, with reference to concrete facts. The same 
objective fact. could evoke different complexes of gen­
erative themes in different epochal sub-units. There is 



therefore, a relation between the given objective fact, 
the perception men have of this fact, and the generative 
theme.15 

Freire's clearest statement on the subject also 

seems to militate against the objectivist interpretation: 

I must re-emphasize that the generative theme cannot be 
found in men, divorced from reality; nor yet in reality, 
divorced from men; much less in "no man's land.n It can 
only be apprehended in the men-world relationship. To 
investigate the generative theme is to investigate mants 
thinking about reality and man's action upon reality, 
which is his praxis.lb 

Opting for the interpretation that sees themes as 

linguistic representation~ of affective and cognitive re­

sponses and of the situations which elicit such responses 

does not mean that themes are entirely subjective. Thought 

and language exist always in reference to reality. The dan­

ger in the objectivist interpretation is that investigators 

may easily emphasize more the study of the situations neg­

lecting the apprehension of people's perceptions of that 

situation. 

E • .!!! ~ given historical epoch. 

Themes are not timeless entities. They are as his­

torical as the human beings who incarnate them.17 The fun-

damental theme of our historical epoch is the theme of dom-

1nation. Why this is true of our epoch and not of other 

epochs in history is never explained by Freire. As I indi­

cated in the last chapter, the probable meaning of that af­

firmation is that the Third World's choice of modernization 

(which implies dependence upon metropolitan societies) can-
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not lead to authentic liberation. Since many Third World 

countries are faced with the modernization-development di­

lennna, Freire wants to emphasize that there is an urgent 

need to recognize the possibility of domination and the 

challenge toward liberation as the key tasks of our epoch. 

3. The Generative Function of the Themes. - --
Freire calls the themes "generative" because of the 

possibility they contain of unfolding into other themes 

which call for new tasks to be fulfilled. A first approxi­

mation to the meaning of the adjective "generativett as 

applied to the themes thus reveal~ two distinct, though 

related, ''effects" of the "generative" !"unction: 
. - I 

1) Themes can generate other themes. 

2) Themes can generate new tasks, that is, they can 

generate action. 

As indicated in the descriptive presentation of 

Freire•s method, the word ttgenerativett is used by him first 

as applied to. words. In the literacy phase of the education­

al process, the members of the team seek to identify and 

select, from the linguistic universe of the people, the 

most appropriate "generative words." These words, fifteen 

to eighteen in number, can generate the entire vocabulary 

of the language (in Spanish and Portuguese.) When each word 

is broken down into syllables and each syllable is present­

ed with its "family," the learners can combine these sylla-

bles in different ways to "generate" other words. 
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In what sense are themes "generative"? It seems to 

me that although Freire himself sets up a parallelism be­

tween generative words and generative themes as correspond­

ing to the two phases of the educational process, a closer 

analogue for the concept of generative themes might be 

found in the notion of a generative grammar. It may be 

reasonably assumed that Freire is familiar with the work 

of Norun Chomsky, sine~ he quotes Chomsky in several places. 

I must admit I have only a very superficial acquaintance 

with Chomsky's linguistic theories, and to that extent my 

attempt to identif'y Freire's use of the term "generative" 

as a metaphor drawn from Chomsky's linguistic theory is 

open to the charge of risking serious oversimplification. 

Fully acknowledging that limitation, I think it will be 

worthwhile to try to get some understanding of Freire•s 

metaphorical use of the term "generative" by looking at 

Chomsky's usage of the term as applied to grammar. 

In Aspects .£!. ! Theory of Syntax, Chomsky defines 

a generative grannnar aa 11 a system of rules that in some ex­

plicit and well-defined way assigns structural descriptions 

to sentences. nl8 A generative grannnar, therefore, attempts 

to de~cribe the structure of a language, basing this de­

scription on actual utterances by native speakers/hearers 

of that language. Although essentially descriptive, a gram­

mar nonetheless reflects the ttintrinsic competence" of an 

idealized na.tive speaker/hearer. By "intrinsic competence" 
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is meant the knowledge of the language and of its structure 

that the idealized performer possesses. That knowledge is 

reflected in the capacity of the native speaker to produce 

and to understand indefinitely many new sentences. 

According to Lyons, 19 the term "generative grannnar" 

has two possible sensds in Chomsky's usage: 

1) The grammar is generative in the sense that it 

"projects'' any given set or sentences upon the larger, pos­

sibly infinite set of sentences that constitute the lan­

guage being described: "it is this property of the grammar 

that reflects the creative aspect of human language.u20 

2) The grannnar 0 generates'' the set of all sentences 

in the language by means of a precise specification of the 

rules of the grammar and the conditions under which they 

operate.21 ·In this sense, the term "generative'' ls closest 

to a mathematical usage. 

Freire's use of the term "generative" appears to be 

much closer to the first rather than to the second sense of 

Chomsky's usage. Freire begins with an examination of actual 

linguistic utterances which reflect the themes of the people. 

Aftel'' collecting a prudentially representative sample of 

these utterances and submitting them to a process of discus­

sion and analysis, he makes a tentative determination of 

the ''minimum thematic uni ve1~se" of that area. This universe 

or complex of themes functions in roughly the same way as 

the given set of sentences which a generative grammar uses 



in "generating" the set of all sentences in the language: 

a) The linguistic expressions (which reveal the 

themes) represent "performances" of the people; 
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b) These "performances" are perceived by the inves­

tigator (the analogue of the professional linguist) as 

being capable of 0 generating" (through problem-posing tech­

niques) a more critical perception of the larger thematic 

universe of an epoch; 

c) The intrinsic competence reflected in the utter­

ances is the capacity of persons to make their ovm past 

perceptions the object of a critical reflection, and thus 

to move from more partial and narrow to more total and com­

prehensive visions of reality; 

d) That capacity belongs to an idealized performer, 

the oppressed, who is at least potentially aware of the 

larger thematic universe and potentially critical in cons­

ciousness. 

The comparison, however, has its limitations. 

First, the "intrinsic competence" of Chomsky's idealized 

hearer/speaker is an actual capa~ity to produce and under­

stand an indefinite number of new sentences in the language, 

while, in many cases at l:east, the capaclty of Freire's 

student to comprehend reality critically is only potential. 

Secondly, in a descriptively adequate grammar, the set of 

rules implicit in the actual performances of native speak­

ers/hearers gives rise (through the precise specifications 
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required by the second sense of "generativett) to the set 

of all the sentences of the language. Dealing with genera­

tive themes, however, has no such precise and specific set 

of rules to guide investigators and people into "accepta­

ble" thematic universes. There are only formal guidelines 

and ethical requirements for the investigators; Freire 

presupposes a critical attitude in his educators and de­

mands of them a scrupulous respect for the dignity of the 

people. 

Thirdly, the identification of the idealized per­

former raises questions that are not easily answerable in 

Freire's terms. Even though Freire admits the possibility 

of people turning away in fear from a critical perception 

of reality, only with difficulty does he avoid the charge 

of over-optimism, since he seems to assume that people will 

respond critically to the posing of their own responses as 

a problem. It is even more difficult to avoid the subtle 

trap of elitism in the process of making the identification 

of the idealized performer. N0rmal tendencies of the inves­

tigators will be either to identify with those themes that 

agree with their own perceptions, or else to try to impose 

their own visions and values, projecting them onto the 

people. 

The problem of identifying the idealized performer 

raises still another question: are there themes that are 

"non-generative"? Freire af.firms that themes always exist. 
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As we will see later in examining Freire's use of the dia­

lectical method, the expression of the themes in the lin­

guistic discourse of the people may be marked by an atti­

tude of fatalism, in which case the attitude itself be-

comes a fundamental theme. But even in this extreme case, 

there is a generative theme, since it is possible to pose 

this fatalistic attitude to the people as a problem. 

The only place where Freire contrasts anything to 

generative themes is in a passage where he makes the dis­

tinction between a theme and a "subject," which he describes 

as an isolated perception of a vital necessity.22 There is, 

then, a representation of people's responses to a situation 

that leads nowhere, that does not unfold into other themes, 

that is, in other words, "non-generative." I .fail to see 

how this "subject 0 is any different from a theme which is 
\ 

perceived in a distor•ted manner. 

What, then, makes a theme "generative"? In Pedagogy, 

Freire says that he calls the themes "generative" because 
., 

of the possibility they contain of unfolding into other 

themes. This possibility exists regardless of how themes 

are perceived and regardless of what kind of action they 

evoke. It seems that if Freire wants to hold on to the dis-

tinction between themes and "subjects," he would have to 
--

admit that there is another "ingredient" that has to be ad-

ded to the themes before we can describe them as ngenera­

tive." In making the distinction between themes and "sub-



jects," Freire says that the "ingredient" to be added is 

the ability to grasp the relationship of the isolated vital 

necessity to more inclusive national projects. If he says 

that, then it is difficult to see how themes contain in 

themselves the possibility of unfolding into other themes. 

To acknowledge this difficulty ls to recognize, 

from a different perspective, a fundamental characteristic 

of the themes, a characteristic of which Freire is well 

aware. Themes do not exist in isolation from each other; 

much more im,ortantly, they do not exist apart from the hu­

man beings who embody them. What I think needs to be made 

more explicit than Freire makes it, is that the generative 

capacity of the themes does not arise only from the percep­

tion people have of them. The themes, as linguistic repre­

sentations of people's visions, values, attitudes, and 

hopes, need to be re-presented to them as problems, as chal­

lenges. The agent that represents is the educator, and 

themes become generative in the dialogical interaction of 

educator and learners. 

In this perspective, w~t is really opposed to a 

generative theme is not a "non-generative" theme, since I 

think there is no such thing as a "non-generative" theme 

given Freire's explanation of themes. The opposition lies 

rather, it seems to me, between two epistemological (and by 

derivation, educational) views: a theory of knowledge that 

reduces consciousness to an empty receptacle that is to be 
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filled with the contents of reality, and which implies or 

leads to a "banking'' concept of education23 and a theory of 

knowledge that recognizes the dialectical and dialogical 

nature of the act of knowing and which calls forth a dia­

logical, problem-posing methodology. 24 
How does the process in which themes become genera-

tive unfold? I will attempt to provide an answer in the 

next two sections. In the first, I will examine Fre1re's 

use of the dialectical method, and in the second, I will 

examine the nature of the dialogical method employed in the 

pedagogical treatment of generative themes. 

4. The ~ 2£ Dialectic ~ _Fr_e_i_r_e. 

Freire identifies his thinking and his method as 

dialectical, and he certainly uses the term "dialectic" 

quite frequently. Freire's emphasis on the apprehension of 

the totality as a mark of a truly critical perception of 

reality; his frequent use of the term "contradiction"; his 

use of the word "resolution° (similar in meaning, as we will 

see, to the Hegelian Aufhebung): all these indications alert 

us to the fact that Freire intends to place himself in the 

Hegelian-Marxist tradition of dialectical thinking. Since 

themes are the expression of reality, and since they cannot 

be found in isolation, but only in dialectical interaction 

with their opposites, it is important to try to understand 
\ 

how Freire uses the dialectical method in relationship to 

the themes. 
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I will approach this task by probing into the mean­

ing of these related terms: "contradictions," "limit-situa­

tions," and the term "dialectic" itself. 

During the initial phase of investigation, the mem­

bers of the team, through their curious and sympathetic ob­

servation of the area and through their efforts at "break­

ing down" the codification that the area, as a cultural to-
,, . 

tality, represents for them, isolate the nuclei of the 

"principal and secondary contradictions which involve the 

inhabitants of the area. n25 In an interview conducted at 

the time that Freire•s team was involved in the thematic 

investigation of one of the asentamientos (provisional set­

tlements for peasants during the process of redistribution 

of land that was part of the agrarian reform program in 

Chile), Freire gave a few examples of these ''contradictions" 

in which the peasants were involved: landlord-tenant; tech-

nical action-magical action; parents-children; landlord­

settler; man-woman; foreman (as representative of the 

boss)-worker; leadership-masses.26 In another place, Freire 

refers to the "teacher-student contradiction."27 He also 

speaks of the "principal contradiction in society,"28 

which, although he never explicitly identifies as such, is 

the contradiction oppressor-oppressed. 

By "contradiction" Freire obviously does not mean 

logical contradiction. On the con-trary, in most of the con­

tradictions listed above, the two terms of the contradic-
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tion cannot exist nor be conceived apart of each other. 

They are to~ally dependent on each other for their exist­

ence. This is particularly true of the principal contradic­

tion of society, the oppressor-oppressed contradiction. In 

his analysis of the relationship between the consciousness 

of the oppressor and the consciousness of the oppressed, an 

analysis which is almost a paraphrase or the "Master-Bonds­

ma."11t dialectic in Hegel's Phenomenolocr .££. Spirit, Freire 

points out that the oppressor stands in absolute dependence 

on the oppressed in order to be able to exist as oppres­

sor. 29 

A ''contradiction," in Freire's usage, has always 

the connotation of conflict, and conflict, in turn, has as 

its prime analogate the reality of social conflict. Even in 

relationships of a more personal or individualistic nature, 

like the relationships or parental authority or or conjugal 

interaction, there is a definite influence of the prevail­

ing patterns of relationships in the larger society. Since 

the consciousness of the people is shaped to some extent by 

the objective structural conditions of domination in socie­

ty, relationships between parents and children, husbands 

and wives, men and women, teachers and students, often re­

flect those structural conditions. 30 

Freire•s treatment of contradictions is heavily 

influenced by Mao Tse-Tung's essay on the same subject.31 

A significant difference between Freire and Mao is that 

I 
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Freire has chosen to identify the two aspects (or poles in 

tension) of the principal contradiction in society as "op­

pressor" and "oppressed" rather than as "bourgeoisie" and 

"proletariat" as Mao does. In doing this, Freire attempts 

to make the principal contradiction of our epoch much more 

inclusive. I mentioned before that Freire considers the 

theme of domination to be the fundamental theme of our his­

torical epoch. The principal contradiction of this epoch 

is, in Marxist terminology, the "dialectical unity of the 

opposites't oppressor-oppressed. That contradiction can be 

detected at many different levels. The oppressors can be 

nations, classes, individuals. 

What is the relationship between contradictions and 

generative themes? Themes are the expression of reality. 

Reality is not only the empirical and the concrete world, 

but also the perception that human beings have of the empir­

ical world. Human beings are engaged in relationships of 

transformation and recreation with the world, and, mediated 

by it, engaged also in relationships with each other. While 

the vocation of human beings is humanization, achieved only 

through relationships of reciprocity and cooperation, there 

appears de facto in history the phenomenon of dehumaniza­

tion: some subjects refuse to acknowledge the right of other 

human beings to be subjects, and through violence and coer­

cion reduce those human beings to the condition of objects. 

Those who initiate violence become oppressors and try to 

\ 
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perpetuate the situation of violence by different means, 

ranging from physical force to mystification of the situa­

tion. Reality is, then, conflictive, pregnant with struggle 

and contradictions, the principal contradiction being that 

which exists between the initiators of violence and the 

recipients of it. The generative theme reflects the percep­

tion people have of the situation in which they are im­

mersed. The concept that links generative themes and con­

tradictions in Freire' s perspective is the concept of ''lim­

it-situation.'' 

In a structural situation of domination, created by 

the violence of the oppressors, one finds the principal con­

tradictions of the particular situation along with the sec­

ondary contradictions that are shaped and influenced by the 

principal ones. Those contradictions constitute limit-situa­

tions, which are obstacles to the humanization of the people 

involved in them. As I pointed out before in describing the 

limit-situations, the people involved in those situations 

may perceive them as insuperable obstacles, as blind alleys. 

When the limit-situation is so perceived, the reaction of 

people to it is characterized by hopelessness, apathy, and 

despair. Their discourse about the situation will reflect 

their perception of the different aspects of the situation 

and of the contradictions involved in it. The fundamental. 

theme, or perhaps, to be more precise, the background to 

all other themes, is a fatalistic attitude. This background 
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functions as an enveloping blanket that shrouds the themes 

and distorts them.32 I think that Freire has this fatalis-

tic attitude in mind when he affirms that at times the lim-

it-situations conceal the themes and make an authentic, 

critical, historical action by the people almost impossible. 

There is a difficulty, however, and it arises from 

Freire 1 s own ambiguous statements. At tim~s, his expression 

of the relationship between themes and limit-situations 

seems to imply that they are identical. 

Any given society within the broader epochal unit con­
tains, in addition to the universal, continental, or 
historically similar themes, its ovm particular themes, 
its own limit-situations.33 

Also, Freire affirms, "the themes both contain and are con­

tained in limit-situations. u34 

The first statement seems to envision a relation-

ship of identity. The second statement is even stronger. If 

something both contains and is contained by another thing, 

then these tvo things must be identical. The clearest exam­

ple I can think of is the relationship between sets (collec­

tions of objects or elements) in mathematical theory. If a 

set A contains set B (meaning that all the elements ·in set 

Bare also in set A), and if set A is contained in set B 

(meaning that all the elements in set A are also in set B), 

then sets A and B have the same elements, and are, there­

fore, equal, which means that they are really one and the 

same set. By analof.:Y, Preire•s statement seems to say that 

themes and limit-situations are identical. But if that is 
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the case, it is difficult to see how the limit-situations 

could conceal the themes. 

The ambiguity can be resolved, in my opinion, if we 

remember two things: 

a) Freire does not think it possible that there be 

no themes, even when people do not give any expression to 

them. This lack of themes is rather extreme, but even here 

a theme appears, that of silence as a result of the intro-

jection of the culture or domination. Much more often, 

though, themes are perceived but in a distorted fashion. 

In either case, it is not the limit-situation that really 

conceals the themes, but rather the fatalistic perception 

that people have of the situation. 

b) The ambiguity we find here is closely related to 

the one we found in analyzing the nature and structure of 

the themes. In themselves, the themes are constituted in 

the dialectical relationship between objective situations 

and human responses to those situations. Similarly, it may 

be that the "identity'' Freire has in mind is identity in 

the sense of "unity of opposites." 
' 

In the perception of contradictions there is an 

implicit demand for their resolution. The study of contra­

dictions and their resolution is the dialectic. Let us ex-

amine now the meaning of "dialectic" in Freire. 

Freire identifies dialectical thinking with criti­

cal thinking. He opposes dialectical thinking to two epis-
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temologlcal errors: sub·jectivist idealism and mechanicist 

objectivism. By·subjectivlst idealism he means an extreme 

position that would make of consciousness the determinant 

of reality. For him, this position always ends logically in 

solipsism. By mechanicist objectivism, he means a position 

that would make of consciousness a mere copy of reality. 

While dialectical thinking alone perceives the interdepend­

ence (and conflict} between elements in a reality which is 

seen as process, as becoming, and as giving, both subjectiv­

ist and mechanicist thinking distortedly perceive reality 

as static, as being, and as given. For Freire, as for Marx 

and Mao, this distorted perception of reality as static is 

not neutral: epistemology is conditioned by an ideology and 

serves in turn to legitimate it as well as to influence edu­

cational and political practices that have as their goal the 

adaptation of human beings to the given reality. That ideol­

ogy is one of domination and oppression. "Ideology" always 

has a pejorative connotation for Freire. we would expect to 

.find, for the sake of parallelism, an "ideology of libera­

tion" behind the epistemologically correct position or dia­

lectics. Instead, Freire speaks of a "choice" for libera­

tion. Regardless of whether we call this choice an ideology 

or not, the epistemology it determines influences education­

al and political practices that have as their goal, not the 

adaptation of human beings to reality, but their integration 

to that reality as free and creative agents in order to 
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transform it. 

What is ·the theory of reality behind Freire's dia­

lectic? We may perhaps best answer that question by con­

trasting Freire's ontology with that of Hegel and Marx. 

For Hegel, the dialectic is inseparable from his 

doctrine on Absolute Spirit. The dialectic is the only true 

method in philosophy because it is dictated by the creative 

struggle of Absolute Spirit, a struggle that has as its 

goal the overcoming of every form of alienation. Alienation 

is the result of the Absolute Spirit's objectification of 

itself. 

Marx rejects the Hegelian ontology. The truth of 

the myth contained in the development of Absolute Spirit is 

the story of the development of mankind. The successive 

forms of self-alienation of Absolute Spirit are in reality 

forms of human alienation. Marx interpreted Hegel as saying 

that every objectification is alienation, while he himself 

held that alienation is a form of objectification that oc­

curs only in a given historical setting. rn his exposition 

of Marx's theory of praxis, Bernstein says: 

When man exists in a social situation where the objects 
he produces and the "system" in which these are ex­
changed is such that his products gain a mastery over 
him and dehumanize him, then this form of objectifica-
tion is alienation.35 ~ 

While alienation for Hegel is a necessary moment in 

the life of Absolute Spirit, for Marx alienation has no on­

tological status. Objectification is a necessary condition 
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for human material existence; it is a distinctive charac­

teristic of human beings. Alienation, although a historical 

occurrence, does not necessarily follow from the process 

in which human beings objectify the products of their ac­

tivity. 

Praxis, the specifically human form of activity, 

becomes the fundamental concept in Marx•s philosophy. It is 

through praxis that human beings achieve the unification of 

opposites in the basic dialectical opposition of conscious­

ness and nature. For Marx, the scope of praxis is primarily 

the fulfillment of physical needs, the production of mate­

rial existence. Social relationships arise from the rela­

tions of production that human beings establish. A critical 

analysis of the relations of production and of the social 

relationships determined by them reveals the alienation of 

human beings and also "allows one to envisage a previously 

unlmown possibility of ultimate human self-a.ctualization. 0 36 

In other words, the ideal of what it is to be human is re­

vealed in the actual situation. An ongoing criticism of suc­

cessive actual situations constantly reveals new potential­

ities in human nature, potentialities which are actualized 

through the praxis. 

Freire has not worked out a systematic theory of 

reality. Like Marx, he is primarily interested in working 

out a theoretical framework that will serve to guide and 

illumine the praxis. Freire makes of that praxis the start-



ing point of all critical analysis. Although he is well 

aware of the conditioning power of economic and social 

structures on the human beings that created them, Freire 

emphasizes cultural creativity as the essential component 
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of human praxis. Even in fulfilling physical needs and in 

producing material existence, human beings create culture. 

Freire's emphasis on cultural creativity attempts to correct 

mechanicist deviations of Marx's thought. Those deviations, 

which can be attributed to Marx•s overly narrow description 

of praxis as primarily a socio-economic activity, make it 

difficult to maintain a meaningful distinction between his­

tory and culture on the one hand and nature on the other. 

This creative aspect of human praxis is what Freire tries 

to discover and exploit in his investigation and treatment 

of generative themes. 

To see human beings as creators of culture is to 

grasp also the responsibility they have in shaping that 

creation according to the ideal of humanization. Freire's 

ideal of what it is to be human is discovered, like Marx•s, 

through a critical reflection on the present, concrete, his­

torical situation of human beings. That reflection uncovers 

not only the present but also the past {through the perma­

nence of the effects of previous historical actions in the 

present situation) and the ruture as an "untested feasibil­

ity" (the equivalent of Lobkowicz's "previously unlmown 

possibility.") 
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In discussing Freire's conception of humanization, 

I pointed out that the human ideal is not an abstract, un­

changeable concept, universally applicable in its content 

through history. That ideal must include the objective, 

historical situation of concrete human beings. Yet, there 

must be some criterion that allows one to recognize humani­

zation in a given historical situation. One can recognize 

dehumanization only in the presence of an ideal picture of 

humanization. 

Freire faces the same problem that confronted Marx, 

that of discovering in the critical analysis of a situation 

not only what is but also what ought to be. There is no 

fact-value dichotomy for Freire, which implies that there 

is no such thing as a pure fact, and also that there is no 

disembodied and abstract value. Critical reflection on an 

objective situation reveals the facticity of the situation 

and includes at the same time a value judgment passed on 

the situation by the reflecting subject. 

The view of human beings as radically different 

from animals because of their consciousness of themselves 

and of their own actions; the realization that the specifi­

cally human mode of action is characterized by Elurality 

(the possibility of responding to the same objective chal­

lenge in different ways) and by consequence (the anticipa­

tion of different possible results of alternative paths or 
action); the possibility of history that arises from the 
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human capacity of reflecting on those consequences of past 

actions and of anticipating future results or actions yet 

to be placed: all these elements are revealed in a critical 

analysis of the relationship between human beings and the 

world. More deeply, an analysis of that relationship re­

veals that human beings anticipate in thought (which is im­

possible without language) the action they are to undertake, 

and this dimension of languag-e reveals the essentially so­

cial character of human beings. Furthermore, a recoe1lition 

of the human person as a subject engaged through thought 

and language in the transformation of the world suggests at 

least that this recognition is to be extended to all human 

beings and not just to a few. 

Now, Freire maintains that, if a critical analysis 

of concrete situations in our epoch is performed, then the 

analysis will reveal that there are persons whose right to 

be subjects is substantially diminished due to the fact 

that they are kept in a structure of silence, of dependence, 

and of domination. They are not authors of their own his­

tory, they do not have in themselves the locus of their de­

cisions, but actually some other subjects make choices for 

them. 

All one has, however, at this stage of the process 

of reflection is a description of a situation. Admittedly, 

the description is not entirely void of evaluational con­

tent, nor entirely free of assumptions. But, at any rate, 
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the dimension of necessity is lacking. Freire has described 

what is, but he·has not yet shown what ought to be, nor how 

the ought is arrived at. 

It is not within the scope of this thesis to engage 

in a systematic exploration and critique of Freire•s meta­

physics, epistemology, and ethics. I pointed out before 

that Freire has not worked out a cohe1·ent system of philos­

ophy. But, even at the risk of oversimplification and super­

ficiality, I must attempt to present briefly Freire•s under­

standing of the normative character of his ideal of humani­

zation. 

Just as Marx assigped no ontological status to 

alienation, Freire states that dehumanization, although a 

historical occurrence, is not the historical vocation of 

human beings. Human beings have an ontological vocation to 

humanize themselves, and we have seen that humanization is 

the process through which human beings strive to overcome 

their incompleteness by transforming the world and them­

selves in creative action carried out in solidarity with 

their fellow human beings. Both humanization and dehumani­

zation are real possibilities in history, but only humani­

zation is an ontological vocation. Freire's argument to 

support this affirmation can be summarized as follows: 

1) There appears in history the fact of the strug­

gle of human beings against conditions that reduce them to 

the status of objects. 
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2) T_hat struggle is possible and meaningful only 

if the persons involved in it have hopes of bringing about 

a different situation. 

3) To admit of dehumanization (the condition 

against which human beings are struggling) as the ontologi­

cal vocation of human beings, as the way things should be, 

is to deprive the struggle of s1E.1lificance. This admission 

would lead to either cynicism or despair.37 

An underlying assumption in this argument is that 

human beings are incomplete and conditioned by the situa­

tions in which they live, but that they are not completely 

determined by those situations. In other words, human beings 

live in a dialectical tension between determinism and liber­

ty. Along with this assumption, there is a commitment to 

the meaningfulness of life, a belief in the possibility of 

a successful resolution to the contradictions that beset 

human beings in a situation of dehumanization, and the con­

viction that this resolution is not confined to a subjective 

affirmation of meaning by individuals in the face of the 

absurd. 

The resolution of contradictions is achieved in 

authentic praxis, which for Freire is the unity of action 

and reflection. Humanization is the resolution of the basic 

contradiction in our society, the oppressor-oppressed con­

tradiction. What appears as the resolution of that contra­

diction is the "new man, n no longer oppressor nor oppressed. 
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In trying to delineate the content of this concept of the 

"new man," we must be careful to avoid thinking of that 

content as fixed and unchangeable. The resolution of the 

contradiction marks only the beginning of a process of con­

stant growth, through which the "new man" is constantly 

transformed. 

We can detect here the influence of another philo­

sophical tradition on Freire, one we have left unmentioned 

so far. The existentialist strain in Freire's thought is 

evident in his conception of the "new man" as the being who 

lives a constant process of self-creation. The new society 

to be brought about through the struggle of the oppressed 

is not a paradise beyond criticism. It must be a truly open 

society, one which refuses to rest complacently in its own 

achievements but encourages instead a self-critical atti­

tude. 

I conclude this section on Freire's use of the dia­

lectic with a sketchy consideration of the tensions inherent 

in his dialectical thinking. Some of the tensions have an 

objective foundation in that they reflect basic polarities 

of human existence. Others result either from lack of pre­

cision and clarity in Freire•s usage or from philosophical 

biases, acknowledged or not. 

1) The tension between human being~ ~ parts of ~­

ture and~ "distant"~ it through consciousness. 

Freire's insistence on the radical difference be-
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tween human and animal interaction with the world of nature 

obscures the fact that human beings are also a part of na­

ture, and that they are as much supported, nourished, and 

sustained by nature as they are challenged and threatened 

by it. The reason for this imbalance in Freire's position 

is, I suspect, that he makes of social conflict the para­

digpi of dialectical relationships, and so he is forced to 

stress the dimension of conflict in the relationships of 

human beings with the natural world. 

2) The tension between the active ~ the contem­

plative side of human lmowledge and existence. 

Although Freire does not allow his emphasis on the 

creative and active character of human beings to suppress 

the contemplative side in them, still contemplation ls made 

subservient to the demands of action. The tension between 

contemplation and action is directly related to the tension 

between passivity and activity in human existence. Human 

beings are not only what they do, they are also what they 

undergo. Both their activities and their passivities can 

have constructive and destructive characteristics. Freire•s 

view of reality as conflictive, however, leaves little room 

for the undeniable fact that reality also presents itself 

to human beings as gift (and not only as something they ac­

quire and appropriate through their own creative efforts) 

and that knowledge is not always the result of painful and 

laborious struggle with the world. 
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3) The tension be!~een ~ EonceEti~~ of the dialectic 

as a permanent feat~ of human ~lationships and the ~­

lution of social conflict in the ~ society. 

If social con.flict is the paradigm of dialectical 

relationshipss then it is difficult to see hov; the dialec-

tic can contlnue to operate, in the long run, in the new 

order of things br•ought about by the revolution. Freire ap­

peals to Althusser' s concept of •toverdetermine.tion 11 38 to 

explain the need for cultural revolution as a permanent 

feature of the new society. rt is easy to see how this need 

would exist in the transition period .following a revolu-

t:J.onary change in society, but it seems that Fi•eire' s ins is-

tence on the permanence of the dialectic necessitates the 

permanence of social conflict, \Vhich in turn seems to demand 

the permanence of some fo1•m of opprfJS sor-oppre!.lsed contra-

diction. 

tional in human ex1.s tence. 

:B,reire cannot be f'aulted .fo1" refusing to give up 

hope in the possibility of :i:•esolving the contradictlons in­

herent in a. dehumanizing society. But his tacit acceptance 

or Ma.1~.x.• s ideal of a clasnless society and his basically 

rationalistic confidence in tho progress! ve at1mkenin g of 

the c.ritical capacities dormant in human beings lead him to 

neglect the irrationality which plagues the hmnan condition 

and the dnrker side of mora 1 falling and imperfection. :Not 
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that Freire is unaware of the irrational side of human ex-

istence or of the immoral character of many of the struc­

tures in human society, but I question whether he is suf­

ficiently awara of the possibility that the darker side of 

the human condition may not be entirely eliminated even 

after a long process of cultural and structural revolution. 

Freire is careful to maintain a balance between determinism 

and freedom. The question is whether he is sufficiently 

critical in his analysis of freedom. He seems to share 

Marx' a basic conviction that the final stage of socialism, 

the classless society, will entail a "new creature," free 

of moral failure and imperfection. 

5) The tension between immanent and transcendent 

conce~ ~ salvation. 

This tension is closely related to the previous one. 

Freire's attitude toward religion is much more sympathetic 

than Marx 1 s, a.!1.d he openly identifies himself as a practic­

ing Catholic~ His strong emphasis, however, on human beings 

as creators and authors of their history and the Marxist 

strain in his thought give at times the impression that 

transcendence is restricted to the confines of this-worldly 

progressa Admittedly, the ideal of transcendence and the 

hope of a. supernatural salvatlon have all too often been 

used to sanction a passive acceptance of the status quo. 

Freire is certainly reacting aga:tnst any use of religion a.s 

an instrument of domest:tcation~ In criticizing what may be, 



96 

from a tactical point of view, a justifiable over-emphasis, 

one must be careful o.f not falling into the other extreme 

Freire is warning against, that of a conception of sal va-

t ion and transcendence whlch paralyzes all effort to trans­

form the unjust structures of this world. 

6) The tension between indlvidua.l and communal sal-

vation. 

As r said before, I believe Frei.re emphasizes com­

munal over individual aspects in his conception of the ·"new 

man," but it is obvious from his extended treatment of cul­

tural action in the fourth chapter of Pedagor.r that he will 

tolerate no attempt to sacrlfice the individual to the 

"highertt cause of societal transformation. No person can 

ever be treated as an object, not even in the inte1"est of 

the liberation of that person. The tension comes in the 

concrete realization of the revolution. It may be necessar-y 

to prevent, even through physical force, any attempt to 

restore the situation of oppression. Freire seems to waver 

here between what he has stated as the moral imperative of 

dialogue with those who are to be authors of their own lib­

eration and a more npractical" (and harsher) stance of pre­

serving the common good. rt will not do to a.~swer simplis­

tically that the problem does not really arise, since the 

imperative of dialogue applies only to c0131munication with 

the oppressed, Hnd that the use of repres~don by the revo­

lutlonary government has only the former oppresso1"s as it:s 
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target. Frelre himself admits that not all resistance and 

opposition to revolutionary change is necessarily a mani­

festation of a desire for a return to the situation of op­

pression. The problem for Freire lies in determining the 

crite1 .. ia according to which the distinction between mis­

guided friends and real enemies is to be made, and, much 

more importantly, in determining who embodies those crite­

ria. This problem indicates yet another tension in Freirots 

thought. 

7) The tension betw~ 9emocratic p~rtici..:e..~~~~ and 

elitism. 

A revolution is not authentic, that is, not truly 

liberating unless those whose liberation is sought actively 

participate in the revolutionary struggle. But people who 

are bnnex•sed in a situation of oppl"'ession and dependence 

will not be able to emerge unless they are helped in the 

struggle by the witness of revolutionary leadership.39 The 

revolutionary struggle must consist in the praxis of both 

revolutionary leaders and oppressed masses, working in uni­

ty. Unity, however, does not mec.n uniformity, and Freire 

acknowledges that tha nature of their respective contribu­

tions to the revolutionary process will be different. 

Again, the prlnciples behind the dialogical action 

that characterizes revolutionary leadership are clear. 

Freire runs into diff"icul ties in preserving the purity of 

tho principles when he attempts to pl'•ovide a. concreto exam-



ple of revolutionary leadership in &.ction. He takes the 

Cuban revolutionary process or, more specifically, "Che" 
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Guevara's role in that process, as the model of a t~~e rev-

olutionary leader. Freire finds himself' constantly forced 

to interpret what appear to be elitist statements by Gueva-

ra in a way that will leave the prlnciples of dialogical, 

non-elitist action intact.40 

Freire may be justified in each of the qualifica-

tions and distinctions he makes in order to save the model 

he has chosen; but I raise the question of the wisdom of 

his strategy in so completely tying himself down to a model 

which then has to be defended unconditionally for the sake 

of preser·ving the principles he wants to maintain. In any 

event, the tension remains: if revolutionary leadership is 

crodited by Freire with a higher degree of revolutionary 

wisdom, and if the oppressed masses are often less than ea­

ger to identify with a revolutionary elite whose "witness" 

threatens them and awakens a fear of' fr•eedom, will it be 

possible for the revolutior.ary leadership to resist the 

temptation of elitist manlpulation of masses which are 

judged, at a given moment in their experience, to be inca-

pable of revolutionar·y actlon? This dialectical tension 

between leadership and mnsses is not unrelated to the basic 

contradl.ction between oppressor and oppressed. 
' 

The next section of th:l.s :chapter will deal with the 

pedagogical treatment; of the themes, es::rnntially an educa-
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tional problem. Due to the intimate connection between edu­

cation and politics for Freire, it will be necessary to 

confront again this tension of elitism and democracy. 

5. The Pedagof;ica~ r.rreatment 2£ ~Themes. 

Tn this section I intend to analyze the structure 

of' the process in which educators and students deal with 

themes discovered in the investlgation phase. At the outset, 

I want to emphasize that the context of this treatment is 

the concrete experience of Freire in Latin America, espe­

cially in Chile. It is important to keep this limitation of 

context in mind, since the treatment by Freire in Peda~ 

is hlghly abstract and can give his theory a universalistic 

connotation which it does not have objectively. Whether 

Freire intended to give his treatment that connotation at 

the time he wrote Peda~ogz is a different question. One of 

the most frequent criticisms of his work is that Freire 

presents a theoretical elaboration of his method in isola­

tion from the experiential context in which the theory was 

formulated and shaped. 

What, then, is the structure of the educational 

p1•ocess? Tn simplest terms, it is a dialogue between teach­

ers and students a.bout something. Given the limitation of 

context mentioned above, it is a dialogue between teachers 

and a.dult students of a lower socio-economic sta.tus in an 

rrndordeveloped country. The subject matter of dialogue is 

the program content of the educational process and is con-
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stituted by the students' generative themes. The immediate 

goal of the process is to help the students move toward a 

critical perception of tho real context in which they live. 

The ultimate goal of the process is to help them engage as 

subjects in the humanization of their world. The means used 

to achieve both these goals must be proportionate to the 

goals: the educators must approach the educational situation 

critically and must respect the rieht of the students to be 

subjects throufpout the entire educational process. The 

means used are a 11 p:t•oblem-posing11 pedagogical method and a 

political strategy. 

L0t us now examine in detail the components of' this 

structure and tho questions and problems involved in Frei­

re ts treatment. Twill isolate the following elements for 

this exD.minaticn: 1) the pe11sons involved; 2) the relation­

ship betV':een thoorotical context of dialogue and real con­

text of experience; 3) tho relationship between critical 

perception and pra.7.is. 

1) '11he p~~son~ involved. 

In the structure v:e are examining, the teacher-stu­

dent relationship is the central element. The relationshi.p 

does not exist in a histor1cal vacuum, and so it is impor­

tant to perceive as clearly as we can the prof:tles of the 

elements in the relationship. These profiles represent an 

abstraction from the concrete context of Freire•s actual 

oduca.tional experiences. 
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A. The teacher. 

The ideal teacher in Freire's scheme is a person 

who approaches the educational situation with a set of con­

victions, assumptions, and attitudes with regard to the na­

ture of tho educational task. Much as Freire dislikes the 

term, this set of convictions, assumptions, and attitudes 

is an 11 idoology • 11 As indicated before, "ideology" almost 

always ho.s a negative connotation for Freire, since he 

equates ideology with mystification of reality by the op­

pressors. There can be, however, an ideology of liberation 

which does not involve mystification of reality but a crit­

ical perception and unveiling of it, and which seeks not to 

perpetuate the status quo but to transf'orm the world for 

the sake of humanization. 

The real teacher (as opposed to the ideal picture 

presented :in the prevlous paragraph) is a person who comes 

to meet the oppressed from outside their world. Freire 

warns his teacher against two very real dangers. First, 

even a well-intentioned person may not realize to what ex­

tent he or she may have internalized the ideology of op­

pr"ession with all its myths ahout the opp1'essed and about 

reality. Second, the teacher may unconsciously impose on 

the students, through manipulation or coercion, the values 

of that internalized ideology. These two warnings combine 

to forrn a sln gle moral impera t1.ve: You shall not employ the 

tactics of the oppressor in tho process of liberation of 
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human be in gs. 

Where do the teachers come from? Tn the Chilean ex­

perience, the typical teacher is the agricultural extension 

agent, normally a government employee (hence the particular 

appropriateness of Freire's warnings.) 

Freire credits his ideal teacher with a critical 

attitude toward the objective situation of the students and 

toward the students themselves, as well as with a capacity 

for self-criticism. As I pointed out before, the teacher 

does not approach the situation in a vacuum. The teacher's 

consciousness is not a tabula rasa whose only function is 

to record the generative themes of the students. The appa­

ratus with which the teacher approaches the situation in­

cludes: a) a thorough acquaintance with the objective situa­

tion through an examination of available studies on the area 

and through personal observations; b) an ideological frame~ 

work which involves realistic expectations toward the stu­

dents as beings whose ontological vocation to become sub­

jects may be obstructed by a situation of oppression and by 

their internalization of the oppressor's values and world­

view; c} a humble, self-critical attitude that prevents the 

teache1• from absolutizing the lgnorance of the students. 

B. The students. 

The typical studonts Freire envisions are persons 

whose lives and consciousnesses have been shaped by en ob­

jective situation of opprc53ion. In the Chilean expepien.ce, 
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the students are the carnpesino2 (peasants) in the asenta­

!!1~~ (settlements). Even though their objective situa­

tion has changed (redistribution of land, new patterns of 

socio-economic relationships), their vision of the world 

and their attitudes tcmard it still reflect the superseded 

z•ela.tionships that characterized their existence in the 

latifundio (a vast holding of land by one person). 

Freire claims that his analysis is valid not only 

for the concrete group mentioned above, but also for any 

gi~oup of oppressed people. The generalized picture of the 

oppressed that emerges from his analysis is that of the op­

pressed as dual beings, as beings who have internalized the 

image the oppressors have of them and who consequently 

"house 0 the oppressor within themselves. This characteristic 

of the oppressed permeates their perception of the themes. 

C. The teacher-student relat!..~?shiE 

The profiles Freire p1"esents ·of teachers a.nd stu­

dents indicate at the same time the ideal nature of the 

i~elationship and the obstacles to be overcome ir1 pursuing 

that ideal. 

If education is to be liberating, it must solve the 

teache1•-student contradiction. This contradiction is the 

manifestation, in the educational sphere, of the basic con­

tradiction in soclety between oppressor and oppressed. 

111roncher·," a.s pole of the contradiction, has tho connotation 

of one who is the subject of the educational process, one 
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who a.lone knows, one who gives knowledee to the students. 

0 student, 11 as the other pole of' the contradiction, has the 

connotation of one who is the object of the process, one 

who does not know, one who passively receives knowledge. 

The contradiction is resolved when "toachers 0 cease to be 

"teachers-or-the-students 11 and the ''students" cease to be 

"students-of-the-teacher." The resolution includes, in He-

gelian fashion, an affirmation of the elern.ents of truth in 

the contra.diction, namely, that someone teaches another, a 

negation 01~ the exclusive character· of knowledge and i@1o­

rance as properties, respectively, of tea.cha:r• and students, 

and a transcending of the relationship into a new rolation------
ship where teachers become also students and students be-

come also teachers. rt is important to note here the arbi-

trariness of Freire's deflnition of ttteacher" and "student;." 
.. . 

His neat dialectical pattern nworks 11 provlded one accepts 

the connotations given by Freire to these terms. 

The above pattern of resolution represents the ide­

al. The obstacles to the realization of the ideal come from 

both teachers and students. Teachers may refuse to 11 die 11 as 
.. 

traditione.l teachers to ttbe born" as learners with the stu-

<lerits; stuc1ents may refuse to 11 die 11 as passive recipients 

of the knowlc-idge or the teachers to 11 be born'' as givers of 

knowledge and as teachers with the teache1'. Teachel's may be 

unaware of thei.r own unreflected acceptance of the myths of 

the oppressor about the oppressed; students may be too 
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frightened to confront the oppressor 11 houaedtt within them-

selves. 

Freire is well aware of these difficulties which 

arise from the conditioning effect a situation of oppre::Jsion 

has on both teachers and students. I am not sure he is suf­

ficiently aware of other problems raised by his analysis. 

First of all, Freire's analysis of. the teacher-stu­

dent relationship is heavily influenced by his analysis of 

the oppressor-oppressed contradiction. As many of his crit­

ics have pointed out, Freire's vision of society as the 

battleground of oppressors and oppre~sed is overly simplis­

tic, even in highly polarized countries like many of the 

Latin American countries. He shows the same tendency toward 

oversimplification when he analyzes the teacher-student con­

tradiction. Making a neat distinction between liberating 

teachers and domesticating teachers may be very convenient 

from a rhetorical point of view, but it seems also like a 

very effective way of CJ>eating unnecessary enemies. 

Secondly, such an oversimplification leaves Freire 

open to the dangers or elitism a.nd sectarianism. I think 

Freire is right in his analysis of the oppressed conscious­

ness as a dual conscicusness. But if one remembers that 

F1 .. e:1.re has also said that dlalogue with the opp1•essor is 

impossible, then honest disagreement on the part of the op­

pressed will be easily interpreted by a zealous educator as 

n clear indication that one is dealing with the oppressor. 
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Freire 1nay be personally too much of a humanist to take 

th.at position himself, but he admits that one of the most 

difflcult problems the new educa.tion encounters is cha.nging 

the attitudes of teachers. His analysis, however, of the 

teachers•studen t relationship will have to be considerably 

re.fined. 

2) The relationshiE between ~retical context of 

dialogu~ and real context of experience. 

The oppressed live immersed in their world; they 

see reality as dense, impenetrable. Livlng the immediacy of 

the present, managing barely to meet basic survival needs, 

they are incapable of seeing their immediate situation as 

an element in a larger totality. They perceive their own 

poverty, ignorance, diseases, unemployment 9 and the comfort 

and luxur•y of a few people in their society as isolated, 

disconnected elements in their expe1"ience. Thoy attribute 

to fate or to the will of God what is.objectively the re­

sult of human actions. 

The problen1 confronting the educator of the op­

pressed is how to break up this dense, undifferentiated 

whole. The solution Freire offers involves both a di.alecti­

cal interplay of abstr•action and concreteness and the es­

tablishment of new patterns of social and cultural interac­

tion~ Both elements of t~e solution take place in what Frei~ 

re calls the 11 theoretica.J. context of dialogue. 11 The theoret­

ical context is contrasted to the real context, whlch is the 
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real life situation for people. 

A. The ~ialectical interpl~ between abstraction 

Rnd concreteness. 

In dialogue, teacher and students talk about the 

concrete situation: in which the students live. Elements of 

that situation a.re presented in pictorial form as ttcodifi-

cations." But insofar as they are talked about and repre-

sented g1•aphically they are abstract and not concrete. A 

characteristic of the immersed consciousness is an inability 

to objectify reality, an incapacity to "ad-mirett the world, 

to establish psychological distance from it. A way of help-

ing people establish that distance is to present to them 

their ovm existential situation in objectified form, as a 

codification. Previously tmable to see how they l:lved, peo­

ple in the culture circles41 recognize in the graphical 

representations their situation. This recognition is two­

fold: they see the situation as objective, as a "not-I," 

and they also see themselves as the "I'sn in the situation. 

A number of psychological factors come into play here. Par­

ticipants in the culture circle watch a projected slide, 

which is the codification of an existential situation they 

live. The darkness of the room and the non-threatening at• 

mosphere which hopefully has been created in the group com­

bine to help them "lose" themselves in the codification 

which they see and describe at first as "out there" and 

even as d:tf.ferent from their own situation. But this loss 
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is only temporary as they "r•ediscover" themselves and their 

situations through their discussion of the codification. 

Freire speaks of' the codification as a form of lin­

guistic discourse which must be 11 rea.d 11 by the participants 

in the discussion. There arf.I three moments in this 0 read­

ing11: a descriptive moment, an analytic momnnt, and a syn­

thetic moment. The codification mediates a f'orm of dialogue 

between the theoretical context of the culture circle and 

the real context of' the life of the participants. The dia­

lectical interplay between these two contexts can be out­

lined as follows: 

a) The real context, the real life situation as 

lived, is negated and aff'irmed by its abstract representa­

tion. Affirmed because what is represented is the existen­

tial si tua ti on of the participants. Ne gated because the 

real life situation ceases to be a given and becomes a 

problem a.nd a. challenge to the participants. 

b} As the participants engage in the decodification 

or 11 read.ing11 process, they are able to see, in the theore­

tical context, the relationships between the elements of' 

the codification. 

c) The theoretical context is also affirmed and 

negated in this process. Affirmed as a necessary moment in 

the process of revealing to the pa:r-t:J.cipa.nts the reality in 

which they live. Negated in that it remains abstr•act. Chang­

es in this theoretical con.text do not necossarlly imply 
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changes in the real con text. 

d) Both the theoretical and real contexts are trans­

formed to give rise to a moment of synthesis, when the par­

ticipants are able to penetrate critically their real life 

situation and are thereby enabled to commit themselves to 

transform it. 

B. The establishment of ~ patterns of social in­

teraction. 

This second element of the solution to the problem 

of an immersed consciousness aims at the transformation of 

existing patterns of social and cultural interaction which 

reflect the pattern of domination in the larger society. 

The peasants have appropriated and internal:lzcd many of the 

myths oi' the culture of domination, one of which is the ab·· 

solute ignorance of the poor a..1'1.d the uneducated. A manifes­

tation of this internalization is their passivity and sense 

of inferiority in the presence of the professional inves­

tigators and coordinators of the culture circles, the peo~ 

ple who ~lly know. 

The first element of the solution, tho dialectical 

interplay oi' abstraction and concreteness, really depends 

on t;he successful implementation of' changes in the patterns 

of relationships between coordinator and participants. What 

the first element amounts to is a "dialogue" between the 

thooPetical and i-•ea,l contexts, that is, a confl'ontation by 

the students of their real life situation in the abstract 
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form of' a cod:tfication. rr the participants in the culture 

circle adopt e passive attitude, waiting for the coordina­

tor to tell them whet the codification is all about, the 

d1.alogue between the contexts is destroyed. 

It is essential, then, that the coordinator draw 

all the participants into the discussion. Freire offers 

both practical and theoretical suggestions to his coordina­

tors as to how this can be accomplished.42 

c. Critique. 

This methodology of codification-decodification is, 

in my opinion, the most valuable element in Freire•s scheme .. 

His theoretical statements on the methodology are most 

closely related to the praxis which originated them. The 

only limitation I find regarding Freire•s treatment of his 

own methodology is the la ck or concrete examples that would 

clarify the abstract expl~~ation of the dialectical inter­

play of theoretical and real contexts.43 

3) The relationsre~E between critical perceptio~ and 

Consclentization is not an end in itself. The ulti-

mate goal of the educational process is to enable people to 

engage .freely and responsibly in the transformation of their 

reality for the sake of humanization. It is, therefore, im-

perative t'hat the oppressed move beyond a critical percep­

tion of their wo1~ld and engage in liberating praxis. 

Freire emphas izos ths.:t t critical per•ception and prax-
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is cannot be dichotomized. It is not necessary (nor pos­

sible) to wait for a critical consciousness of reality be­

fore one engages in p1"axis. Critical perception and praxis 

stand in a dialectlcal relationship to each other. One can­

not survive without the other. Praxis both affirms and ne­

gates critical reflection which is authenticated and trans­

cended in action upon the real situation. 

Real knowledge does not exist outside of the prax­

is. This thesis is repeated in many forms throughout Frei­

rc' s entire work, and it is important that we understand 

the terms of the thesis and also the limitations in Freire 1 s 

elaboration of it. 

Frelre speaks of knowledge as an act and as a proc­

ess. Every act of knowledge is a moment in the process 

through which knowledge is constantly being trans.formed. 

Knowledge, both as an act and as a process, implies a real­

ity whlch is known, subjects who know, and the operations 

through which the subjects arrive at knowledge of reality. 

Knowledge, for Freire, is never a dyadic relation­

ship 1.nvolving just a cognitive subject and an object which 

is the end of the cognitive act. What does he mean by that? 

I th:i.nk there ure two reasons for his insistence that knowl­

edge always involves more than one subject in relationship 

to an object. First, human beings relate to their world 

not only in action, but also in thought, and thought is im­

possible w:tthout lan[!Uage. An object exists as a cognitive 
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reality for a human knower insofar as this knower can not 

only perceive the object but also think and talk about it 

as a non-subject, as a "not-I • 11 But language is a social 

reality, and, even when a single subject approaches an ob­

ject in the knowledge relationship, other subjects are also 

"present 11 through the thought-language of the knowing sub­

ject. Secondly, to lmow an object is not the ultimate goal 

of human beings in Freire•s pei~spective. Knowledge is sub­

servient to action, and action authenticates or invalidates 

knowledge. But human action does not take place in a solip­

sistic vacuum. Just as knowledge, through language, is a 

social reality and depends for its existence and authentio­

lty on the social context, so human action cannot exist 

authentically unless it is also inter-action, unless it rec­

ognizes the world as the theater where other actors are 

present. 

Knowledge, then, always involves subjects who exam­

ine rea.l:l ty together in order to trans form it through theiz• 

praxis. 1.Phe relationship between human beings and their 

world is expressed at tho level of knowledge in dialogue 

and at the level of praxis in cooperation. At both levels, 

real:i. ty serves to mediate the relationship between the 

lmowing and acting subjects. Freire draws far-reaching im­

plications .from his analysis of the knowledge relationship: 

a) reality, as object of knowledge and as field of human ac­

tion, is never the exclus:tve property of any person or group 



113 

of persons; b) a pedagogical relationship in which educa-

tors define themselves as masters of reality through their 

privileged lmowledge of it inevitable reduces the students 

to objects of the knowled[te pl"'oces s. 

Praxis, for Freire, is the unity of action and re­

flection.44 'l'hese two elements must be kept in proper bal­

ance. An emph..11.sis on action to the neglect of reflection 

leads to activism; an emphasis on reflection to the neglect 

of action leads to verbalism. Huma.n beings act on previous 

knowledge of reality, and their action must be accompanied 

by critical ref'lection both on the previous knowledge and 

on the action itself. The praxis of human beings is the con-

text in which knowledge arises e.nd in which it is authenti-

cated. Praxis is, then, the necessary and sufficient condi-

tion for authentic knowledge. 

I believe the above is a sketchy but adequate pres-

entation of Freire' s understanding of the relationship be-

tween critical perceptlon and praxis. This relationship is 

extremely important in Frei.re's work because of his empha.-

sis on liberation and humanization a.s processes that must 

be objectivelj verifiable in reality. T find, however, Frei­

re 1 s theory most unsatisfactory at this point and in urgent 

need of refinement and d3velopment. What are the most im-

portant limitations in Pre ire's understanding of the rela­

tionship? What suge;estions can be offered for its deYelop-

ment? 
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Freire's initial experiences as an educator were 

in the area of literacy training. It is tempting to assume 

that Freire has made literacy tho paradi@Jll of knowledge. 

In fact, such an assumpt:lon would be supported by Freire•s 

almost lyrical statements on the educated person as one 

who ttnames the world, n v1ho ca.ri "say his o?m word." Undoubt­

edly, Freire's early experience has left a mark on his en­

tire work, but I suggest that we must look at the motiva­

tion behind Frei.re's involvement in·literacy campaigns to 

identify his paradigm of knowledge. Even though he may not 

have realized fully the political implications of his meth­

odology of literacy training, Freire was quite insistent 

from the very beginning that his goal was not just literacy 

training but a fuller, more conscious and critical partici­

pation of the masses in the democra.t:i.c process. The goal or 
the educational process is to enable people to engage crit­

ically in the transformation of thei1· wor•ld. For this task, 

they will need scientific and technological lmowledge, but 

if they are not to be enslaved by technology at the service 

of domination the most important knowledge they need is po­

litical knowledge. If the paradi@n of knowledge is politi­

cal knowledge (or "political literacy,n as Preire also 

calls it), the paradigm of praxis is, correspondingly, po­

litical praxis. 

In Peda~ogz, Freire moves a step forward and identi­

fies critical po1.itical awa1 .. eness as "revolutionary cons-
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ciousness" and political praxis as "revolutionary praxis." 

Revolutionary consciousness is identical with conscientiza­

tion, and authentic revolutionary praxis is "cultural ac-

tion for liberation. u This shift in terminology reflects, 

in my opinion, a growing conviction in Freire that nothing 

short of revolution will lead to the liberation of the op-

pressed. The move, however, raises a host of problems that 

must be squarely faced if one hopes to apply Freire's theo­

ries realistically and responsibly. 

What happens to the relationship between knowledge 

and praxis in u revolutionary context? If knowledge does 

not exist outside of' the praxis, then revolutionary knowl-

edge neads revolutionary pr•axis in order to survive. Freire 

is enough of a realist to admit that there are extreme con-

ditions of repression which mako revolutionary projects not 

just da.~gerous but suicidal. Freire•s consideration of the 

problem and his tentative solution to it are best exempli-

f'ied in this quotation: 

Let me emphasize that my defense of the praxis implies 
no d:tchotomy by which this praxis could be divided into 
a prior stage or reflection and a subsequent stage of 
action. Action and reflection occur simultaneously. A 
critical analysis of' real1.ty may, however, reveal that 
a particular form of action is impossible 01• inappro­
priate at the present time. 'l'hoso who through reflection 
perce:tvetFie-infeusr5:i.ITty or inappropriateness of one 
or another form of actlon (which should accordingly be 
postponed or substituted) cannot thereby be apcused of 
inaction. Critical reflection is also action.45 

There are two significant af.firmations in the above 

quotatlon: a) critical ref'lection is its elf' a foJ:•m of prax-
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is; b) critical reflection is not enough: it may reveal 

that a particular form of action is inappropriate or impos­

sible, but then another form of action must be substituted 

for the discarded option. Unfortunately, Freire does not 

specify what kinds of actions would be appropriate and 

feasible under extreme conditions of repression. The prob­

lem w·ould not be so serious if he did not proceed to give 

a long and approving account of Guevara's guerrilla acti vi­

ty in Cuba and in Bolivia. Freire may have intended this 

account to be nothing more than a concrete example of a 

possible response to a very specific set of clrcumstances-­

an unfortunate choice of examples at that, since it seems 

to show a course of action that was objectively inappro­

priate and unfeasible in the concrete situation of Bolivia. 

But the absence of other alternatives may lead Freire's 

reader to assume that guerrilla activity is the outcome of 

conscientization. 

Conscientization is a long process. It certainly 

has the potential to mobilize people into action. rt is im­

possible that the oppressed awaken to a critlcal perception 

of their reality without their choosing to do something 

about it. It is true that many will choose to escape the 

dangers of freedom and retreat into deeper silence and pas­

sivity, but some at least will be courageous enough to risk 

a commitment to transforming action. At this po:!.nt, i•evolu­

tionary leaders and consciontized masses can expect little 
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contains Freire's most explicit articulation to date of 
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the guidelines for cultural action (revolutionary praxis), 

gives no realistic alternatives for revolutionary action 

in the face of extreme repression. Furthermore, if Peda&~­

Jfi. is taken uncritically as a set of guidelines for immedi­

ate application, it will lead to irresponsible and sense­

less sacrifice of lives. From a purely tactical point of 

view, Freire's ambiguity toward revolutionary violence can 

lead, in the absence of realistic alternatives, to an ir­

responsible choice of violence. Given the present stage of 

development of revolutionary theory in Freire•s published 

works, there appear to be only three possible choices for 

the educator of the oppressed: a) to keep the oppressed 

from arriving at critlcal consciousness (a choice Freire 

r•ejects as unworthy of' a truly humanist educator); b) to 

manipulate students into actions tha·t aim at gi .. adual reform 

of the existing system (a choice Freire criticizes as naive 

and supportive of the regimes of opp1•essi.on, which will not 

permit i .. eforms to get out of control); c) to engage with 

the oppressed in a process of conscientization that will 

issue into (unspecified) revolutionary projects (a choice 

Freire defends as the only htunanist option, but which can 

lead, because of the vagueness and e.mbiguity of the notion 

of ttrevolutionary projectss." to an uncritical acceptance of 

armed r•evolution as the only option open to revolutionary 
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leaders and masses). 

I do not think that a humanist educator is neces­

sarily bound to this last alternative. There are elements 

in Freire's own educational experience that point beyond 

his theoretical formu1a tions in PedagofSl• My own sugges­

tions toward a refinement and development of the relation­

ship between critical consciousness and praxis draw from 

these elements of Freire•~ praxis. 

Let me preface these sugrcestions by aclmowledging 

the valid! ty of Freire' s warning against the "tranquilizingn 

effect of purely reformist measures that leave the system 

of oppression essentially untouched. The dividing line be­

tween a prudent, realistic assessment of possibilities and 

a fatalisti.c immobilism is tenuous. Given the atmosphere of 

irrat:tonal repression in most Latin American societies, no 

authentic option in favor of the oppressed is free of risk. 

I agree with Freire that liberation involves the acceptance 

of risk, even the risk of one's ov:n lif'e. But risking one's 

lii"o must be a responsible choice. Unfortunately, the na1"row 

framework of his treatmer. "t in P_edagogy can lead, i.f applied 

unc:C'itically, to irresponsible forms of' revolutionary ac­

tlon. 

A. Fir•st s_y.ggestio~. 

In my opinion, the most fruitfu1 source for the de­

velopment s.nd refinement of Freire' s understanding of' the 

::relationship between critical consciousness and praxis is 



119 

to be found in an examination of Freire's Chilean experi­

ence. One should not uncritically absolutize that experi­

ence as a universally valid model; it is, however, the 

stage in Freire' a development where his theory and praxis 

are most intimately and productively united. For the sake 

of brevity, I single out just two elements in that experi­

ence which could provide some alternatives in planning and 

executing an education for liberation. These elements are 

the participation and involvement of intellectuals and 

professionals in the educational experience of the op­

pressed, and the availability of sociologically viable 

structures through which the awakening critical conscious­

ness of the oppressed could find room for appropriate prax-

is. 

The first of these elements contains possibilities 

for development in two complementary directions: a) the con­

crete involvement of intellectuals and professionals helps 

to enrich the educational process through their theoretical 

input; at the same time, it saves the theory from losing 

connection with reality; b) the return of intellectuals 

and professionals to their own milieu after a deepening of 

their social responsibility creates new political possibil­

ities: the conscientized intellectuals are now more effec­

tively able to challenge the accepted myths of' the dominant 

culture from within. These new possibilities constitute 

whHt Bruce Boston calls the 11 politics of erosion. 11 46 
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The second clement, the availability of sociologi-

cally viable structures that can provide a testing ground 

for the grovdng awareness of students, suggests a concreti­

zation of Freire's somewhat vague notion of Heducational 

pro.1ects" under conditions of repression • .At the time Frei­

re worked in Chile, one could not speak of an extreme situa­

tion of repression in that country. Freire's educational 

projects were carried out in the context of agrarian reforms 

initiated by the government. The favorable conditions sur­

rounding Freire's experiments i.n Chile will not be repeated 

often in Latin America, but in many cases it is still pos­

sible to utilize the existing framework of social and eco­

nomic programs, even if these are of a reformist nature. 

Sometimes, it is even possible to create grass-roots organ­

izations that will engage in a long-term process of laying 

the groundwork for a restructuring of society on a more hu­

mane basis. Admittedly, there is no guarantee that these 

attempts wlll not succumb to the danger of manipulation by 

th~ power elites. 

B. Second suggestion. 

My second suggestion for refinement and development 

of Freire's revolutionary theory aims at clarifying the 

relationship between educational and political contexts. 

Freire•s emphasis on the educational character of political 

action blurs the distinction between strictly educational 

activity and politice.l strugele. He may be justified in 
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identifying the two spheres if he envisions a situation of 

intense revolutionary activity, but most Latin American 

societies are not presently in that situation. 

Only a revolutionary leader could dream of enjoying 

almost complete control over the masses, in the sense that 

durlng an intense period of revolutionary struggle, the 

leader controls, directly or indirectly, most of the influ­

ences affecting those who are led. A realistic educator 

facing a situation where objective conditions do not favor 

an out-in-the-open revolutionary struggle must contemplate 

a long-range educational process and accept that during 

the process many other influences will be affecting the 

students, influences which are entirely beyond the educa­

tor's co:"1 trol. 
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CHAPTER VI 

CONCLUSIONS 

I have discussed in this thesis the place of gener-

ative themes in the framework of Freire•s methodology, and 

I have analyzed their nature and structure, their function 

and dialectical character, and their pedagogical treatment 

in the educational context of Freire•s experience with 

adult education programs in Lat:tn 1':.merica. This last chap­

ter summarizes the findings of my discussion and analysis. 

1. Nature of genere.ttve themes. 
··-·----~--

Generative themes are the representation in lan-

guage of human visions, feelings, and attitudes toward 

reality. Themes are expressions of that reality. Thomes 

have objective as well as subjective, components since lan-

guag~ and thought are always referred to reality. 

2. Evidence• 

An analysis of the relationship between human 

beings and their natural and social world reveals tho exis-

tence of the themes. Themes exist because human beings can 

reflect on the world and on themselves and can objectify 

their world in thought and langu.age ~ Human beings are, 

theref'ore, capable of creating culture. The culture they 

create out of theil• relationships with the world conditions 
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their subsequent actions. Becau~e hum.an beings can reflect 

on their own creations (past), weigh alternatives (present), 

and anticipate consequences (future), they can transcend 

the conditioning of the culture. Through this transforma­

tion and constant reshaping of the culture, human beings 

also create history. Since the themes are linguistic repre­

sentations of historical beings, they reflect cultural pat­

terns and historical conditions of the epoch in which human 

beings live, and also visions, hopes, and ideals of what 

the future could become. 

3. ~.ssumptions ~ ideological OJ2.tions_. 

Behind the analysis of the human beings-world rela­

tionships there are some basic assumptions and crucial 

ideological options: 

a) In the make-up of human beings, creativity and 

freedom prevail over cultural conditioning and determinism. 

b) Human beings live in a meaningful world, and 

the outcome of history is illumined by hope and not obscured 

by despair. 

c) The ontological vocation of human beings is the 

humanization of their world through cooperative action and 

a praxis of liberation. 

d) In the process of bringing about a more human 

society, every human being must be treated as a subject 

and never as an object. 
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4. Conditi~ !2£. possibility. 

The process in which gonerative themes are investi­

gAted a..~<l pedagogically elaborated must be consonant with 

the goal of humanization and with the ideological option 

for liberation. Themes reflect both objective situations 

and subjective responses to the situations; their generative 

capacity, therefore, depends on both objective and subjec­

tive conditions of possibility. 

a) ,Object!~ conditions. 

Themes are potentially genorative--that is, capable 

of unfolding into other themes--because they are expressions 

of reality, and reality is objectively a totality and not 

the juxtaposition of isolated and disconnected elements. 

Independently of whether human beings perceive their sltua.-· 

tion as a totality or not, they still live in a network of 

causal relationships. 

b) Subjec~ conditions. 

Themes become actually generative in an educational 

context characterized by dialogue. The conditions of possi­

bility for• this d:J.alogue are .faith in human beings and in 

their potential for liberation and creativity, humility, 

and hopo. Through the establishment of dialogue as the es­

sence of the educational process, a climate of trust and 

mutual respect is created, where critical thinking is gen­

erated by dlalogue and in turn authenticates it. 



128 

5. Cr~.!i~a~ evalua~. 

The value and usefulness of Freire's educational 

strategy is to be judged in terms of the goals pursued, 

the analysis of the factors involved, the handling of the 

tons:tons inherent j_n the process, and the conditions of 

possibility for the application of the process. 

A • .!~~ goa1:_~ l?_U~s-~. 

The immediate goal of the educational process is 

conscientization. The ultimate goal is humanization. A 

triple quest:i.on must be asked with respect to both these 

goals: Are they well defined? Are they realistic? Are they 

vrnrthwhile? 

Freire speaks of conscientizatlon and humanization 

both as processes and as goals. In what sense is a process 

also a goal? Consciontization is not a privileged state of 

consciousness reached once and for all; humanization is not 

an ideal state of things to be enjoyed forever once arrived 

at. A negative approximation to the definitions reveals 

what is ex.eluded in both: a conception of conscientization 

and humanization as static realities. A more positive de­

termination of what i.s affirmed is more di.ff'icult to estab­

lish. Conscientization occurs when human beings a1 .. e able 

to perceive critically the reality in whlch they live; hu­

manization begins when human beings seek to regain their 

status as subjects by engaging in action upon that totality. 

The goal of' the educational task is to initiate both proc.-
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eases. Any concrete achievement of conscientization and hu­

manization must be considered as a moment in a dialectical 

process. If the process is to be authentic, every achieve­

ment along the way must be affirmad, negated, and transcen­

ded in a movement toward a more critical consciousness and 

a more human world. 

The crucial problem is to determine the criteria 

according to which one can judge whether the processes of 

cons cientization and humanization are taking place. These 

criteria aro not clearly specified in Freire's treatment. 

Freire explicitly assumes that educators approach the cons­

cientization task with a critical attitude. The implicit, 

unstated assumption is that the process is self-corroctive •. 

Such an assumption lee,ves us with only a vague c1~iterlon of 

consensus among the participants in the educational search 

as being sufficient to guarantee the authenticity of the 

process. In the case of humanization, the criteria are even 

more elusive. The "new man" will be dialogical and coopera ... 

tive, self-critical, a scientific humanist. Froire's value 

optionfl with respect to conscientization and humanization 

are clear. His criteria to determine the positive content 

of these concepts are not. He does offer formal ethical 

guidelinos, and these .are valuable, but the absence of 

more specific criteria leaves his position dangerously open 

to charges of elitism and unconscious mf'...r.. ipula. tlon ~ 

How realistic are those goals? The answer to this 
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question depends to some extent on the answer to the previ­

ous question. Freire•s expulsion f'rom Brazil seeml!I to pro­

vide extrinsic evidence that conscientization is a .feasible 

goalo As far as I know, no systematic evaluation has been 

made of' the Chilean experience. The question of what evi­

dence would be acceptable remains unanswered. 1 

Are the goals of conacientization and humanization 

worthwhile? The answer to this question will depend on the 

concrete meaning one assie.n~ to the terms, and T suspect 

anyone could find a convenient level of abstraction that 

would me.ke the terms comfortable but ratheI• meaningless. 

The lack of well~defincd criteria cannot become an excuse 

to escape the challenge Freire lays before us. 

B. J.~2. !ID.8:lys_:;._f! .2f t~ .f~cto1:! involved. 

Defining clearly the goals one pursues is impor-

tnnt; much more important, however, is analyzing correctly 

the sta1 .. ting point of the pr•ocess and as adequately as 

possible accounting for all the factors involvod in it. 

Concretely in the process under examination here, it is 

crucial to start wlth e. correct analysis of the themes and 

of the human beings embodying them, and of the objective 

context in which the interaction of the pa.rticipa.nt:s takes 

place. 

a) ~~~,of.~ the:~~ 2£. ~human }leing~i 

~!!!£odi[~El3 _!;he2!!., 

I agree fundam~..:ntttlly with what Freire has to say 
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about the themes and about the relationships of human 

beings with the world. My problem is with what Freire has' 

not said or not emphasized sufficiently. 

Generative themes are representations of affective 

as well as cognitive responses or human beings to their 

world. Feelings, hopes, ambitions are reflected in lan­

guage along vd th concepts, outlooks, and doubts. Freire is 

aware of' the affective elements contained in the themes, 

and his definition reflects that awareness. Unfortunately, 

as he proceeds to describe the pedagogical treatment of 

the themes, the intellectual 01• cognitive element becomes 

almost exclusively dominant. People who have known him well 

and worked l"lith him attest to his sensitivity to the feel­

ings of others and to his awareness of the role those fe-e-1• 

ings play in furthering or obstructing communication. But 

his theoretical statements leave little or no room for tho 

affective responses of people which are an important ele­

ment of generative themes. 

Frei1•e' s rationalistic biaa affects also bis anal­

ysis of human beings. Consciousness is most critical when 

it avoids focalized visions of reality to stick to the 

comprehension of total reality. The implicit assumption is 

that a perfectly rational explanation of reality is possi­

ble. If' one probes critically enough, the "reasonsH for a 

"false consciousness" will be uncoveredo In spite of his 

emphanls on freedom (and even on fear of freedom), .::<1reire 
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does not take into consideration the irrational side of hu-

man existence, the stumbling block of the misuse of freedom, 

and the inexplicability of moral failure. This dark side of 

life does not fit neatly into rational schemes, but it must 

be confronted by radical and critical educators. Most like­

ly it w:i.11 not go away even after removing the structures 

of oppression that block the paths of consciontization a..~d 

hume.nization. 

b) _!!!al¥,sis _2f. t~ objective context f2!:_ ~ ~­

acti.o,E. .2f ~ partic:i.pants .• 

The objective context includes the theoretical and 

real contexts of experience of the par·ticipants as well as 

the relationship between these two components of the objec­

tive cont_ext. In evaluating Freire' s analysis I distinguish 

the following elements: the methodology used to integrate 

theoretical and real contexts, the patterns or interaction 

among the participants, and the influence of factors out-

side the educational context. 

With regard to the methodology used to initiate 

the "dialogue" between theoretical and real contexts of 
' 

experience, the main limitation I find is the lack of exam-

ples th.at would show concretely how the method ls worked 

cut. 2 Otherwise, the methodology is psychologically nnd 

pedagogically very sound. As I remarked in the last chap­

ter, this section is the place whero Freire's theoretical 

statom:mts and pr·e..x1.s come closest together. 
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Wlth regard to the patterns of interaction among 

the participants in the educntional process, Freire•s anal­

ysis of the introjection or patterns from the dominant cul­

ture by both educators and students and of the correspon­

ding manif'estations of those internalized attitudes is pen-

6tratlng and quite valuable. His oversimplification, howev­

er, in analyzing the structures o:f society into a neat dia..­

lectical opposition of oppressor and oppressed affects also 

the analysis of the t~acher-student relationship. It is 

tompting to define disagreement as manifestation of the 

oppressor housed within the students. The danger of self­

righteous elitism on the part o:f well-lntcntioned educators 

is unnecesserily increased by Freire's oversimplification. 

With regard to the influence of outside factors on 

the educat1.onal context, the most significa.nt p1"oblem13 are 

the lack of control 0T1er other contexts ir.. which students 

participa. te--such as the familial, the economic 1 and the 

political, which have an educational influence oi' their 

own--and the availability of viable structures and institu­

tions that can provide a f'i"ld i'or the praxis~ Th6 problem 

of availability of structures can be properly considered 

as an aspect of the problem of lack of control over other 

sitr1ificant contexts. 

c .. ,!h~ !1a.n~!_1:._ne ~ ~ ~~- _!nh~~ .!!.!. ~ 

There are basic, permanent polu:i•ities in human 
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existence, and any process which attempts to integrate 

consciousness to reality will run into tensions which can 

be constructive if a proper balance between the terms of 

the polarities is preserved. These basic polarities or ten­

sions include: subjectivlty-objectivity, individual-commu­

nity, freedom-authority, contemplation-action, activity­

passivity, immanonce-transcendence. With the exception of 

the first of these, I have some difficulties with Freire's 

handling of the tensions. 

a) Indlvidual-Eommunitr; fr~edom-authorit:y. 

I treat these two tensions together because I be­

lieve that the second is included ln the first as an as­

pect of it. At the root of these tensions liea the problem 

of reconciling the needs, desires, projects, and ambitions 

of a person as an individual human being with the obliga~ 

tiona and duties that same person has as member of a commu­

nity. Every cultu1•e has its set of norms setting the bound­

aries \7ithin which that reconciliation is to be worked out .. 

In cases of deep conflict between individual and community 

needs, the tension between freedom e.nd authority becomes 

a dominant aspect of the individual-community tension. 

As in all the basic tensions, both poles, individ­

ual ru:1d connnuni ty, must be preserved. To suppress the indi ·· 

vidual pole would lead to a totalitarian disregard for the 

value of individual persons; to suppress the comm.unitarian 

pole would lead to a.fl.archica.l disorder. 
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I agree with Freire when he stresses the connnuni­

tarian aspects of the "new man" ideal and when he insists 

that the private exercise of an individual's right is not 

justified if the affirmation of that right implies the 

effective denial of it to a majority of people in the soci-

ety. I have problems, however, with Freire's simplistic 

reduction of tensions in society to the contradiction "op­

pressor-oppressed." Such a simplistic reduction conceals a 

totalitarian strain in his thought that threatens to de­

stroy the pole of individuality. I agree with Freire's po­

sition that liberation cannot come to oppressed people as 

a gift from those who oppress them, but I question whether 

authentic commitment to fight with the oppressed for llber-

ation and humanization necessitates an acceptance of Frei-

re's oversimplification. The tendency to think of people 

in terms of "oppressor" and ttoppressed'1 obscures the com­

plex! ty of in di vi dual moti va.tions and unnecessarily ai'1.tag­

onizes well-intentioned porsons who a.re not "opp1~essed" in 

Fi~eire•s terms but who may be equally helpless in the face 

of dehurlla.nizing structures. 

The oversimplification has a dangerous influence 

also on the analysi.s of the freedom-authority tension. As 

I pointed out befoi-•e, an educa. tor who is credi tod with a. 

critical consciousness, a "ri,ght11 way of looking at reality, 
. ' 

may easily slip into a sectarian, self'-rightaous attitude. 
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b) Contemnlation-acti_c:!!; activiti-passivity. 

Freire is reacting against subjectivists and ideal­

ists when he emphasizes the active, struggling side of hu­

man existence. Reality will not change by changing a per­

son's consciousness of it. But reaction against an extreme 

posit~.on ca1~ries wi th.tn its elf the danger of going to the 

other, extreme. This danger is compow1ded by Freire' s ra­

tionalistic bias and is most evident in his consideration 

of limit-situations. Gr•anted, !'or the "immersed'' conscious­

ness Freiz•e describes, most situations of injustice and op­

pression appear not a.9 limiting and transformable but as 

"dead ends. n But thei-•e are limit-s:ttuations which are not 

transformable, no matter ho'V'l critical the person's cons­

ciousness may becomo n.01~ how courageously the person may 

seek to change them. Human beings becomo subjects not only 

by doing, but also by undergoing. Reality .is conquered and 

dominated through the prax:ls; it is also, however, given 

to human beings. 

c) Jmm~enc~-}ranscen§..~nce. 

Freire the Christian affirms that the incomplote­

ness of human beings is transcended in their relationships 

to their Creator, and these relationships can never be of 

domination. In transcendent relationship to Cod, human 

being~ return to their source, ¥iho lib era. tes them. F:i•eire 

the Marxlst aff.tr».nioi that libex•ation is won in the struggle 

of' hv.mD.n beings ln hlstory. These two affirmations are not 
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necessarily contradictory. The autonomy and consistency or 

the secular order is an accepted tenet of orthodox Chris­

tian theology. Though not identifiable with any concrete 

actualization of human society, the bibllcal concept of 

the "Kingdom of God" is not unrelated to the human struggle 

for a more just orde1•ing of social, political, and economic 

structures. The supernatural salvation of human beings is 

achieved in the world, not in escupe from it. 

Freire expresses basically the same ideas when he 

calls on institutional churches to live the Easter expe­

rience in the world and not to retreat into a pseudo-spir­

i tual religious ghetto, where they are condemned to die of 

cold. 3 

Again, I am in complete agreement with what Freire 

has to say on the relationship between religious transcend­

ence and the human struggle for justice, and again I have 

problems with what he has not said. To rephrase in reli­

gious terminology an objection I raised before with regard 

to Freireis rationalistic bias, I do not think Freire is 

sufficiently aware of the reality of sin. I do not expect 

him to write a theological treatise within his educational 

works, but, since he himself attempts to relate and recon­

cile his scientific humanism with his Christian belief, I 

think it is fair to engage him in critical dialogue on 

theological grounds. Freire speaks of the reality of sin 

in psychological torms as a necrophilic orientation. I 
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have no problems with that way of speaking. But when he 

speaks of salvation for the oppressor as being achieved 

through a change in the unjust structures that dehumanized 

both oppressor and oppressed and through "loving restraints" 

imposed on the oppressor by the former oppressed, he seems 

to reduce sin to a function of unjust structures. The oppo-

slte of sin is conversion and repentance. The Christian 

view condemns sin but not the sinner, precisely because of 

the possibility of repentance. I am not sure Freire is 

quite that generous toward the oppressor; dialogue with 

the oppressor is not posslble either before or after the 

revolution. In t:b..at perspective, "loving restraints" could 

mean anythinr: from brainwashing to a firing squad. 

D. Conditions of pos~billtr for the application 

of the process. 

In considering the applicability of Fre:tre•s strat-

e~y, we may distinguish internal and external conditions of 

possibiJity. By internal conditions T mean the soundness of 

the different elements ln Preire•s position. By externa1 

cond:i.tions I mean the degrees of flexibllity and tolerance 

a particular society may show in dealing with the tensions 

arising from a conscientization process. 

a) Internal conditions: - . 
The elements in Freire•s position that I think are 

sound and readily applicable in their present formulation 

are his anElysis of levels of consciousness corresponding 



139 
to different levels in society, his pedagogical treatment 

of generative themes, and his humanist option for full 

democratic participation of the marginal masses in every 

society in the creation and recreation of culture. 

A great deal of refinement and development is 

needed in his theory of cultural action as revolution. In 

particular, a clear and respons:I.ble stance toward the prob­

lem of revolutionary violence in highly repressive socie-

ties is urgently needed. 

b) External conditions. 
~~~~·- ~~~~~ 

Froirc•s theory was developed in a Third World 

context. More precisely, the expe1~iential background of the 

thoory was primarily Freire's educational experience with 

illiterate peasants in Brazil and in Chile. The cultural 

problems confronted were those of a traditional, closed 

society, basically untouched in the case of the illiterate 

peasant and affected by a crisis of transition in the case 

of the marginal urban worker. Tho subjects involved in the 

experiences belong to groups Freire identifies pr•imurily 

as "oppref'!sed. n Freiro had these gr•oups ezplicitly :!.n mind 

when he developed his methodology, and the title of his 

major wor•k is evidence that he does not attempt to hide his 

option. 

How applicable, then, is Freire's strategy in mod­

ern, highly industrialized and sophistir.::ated societies 

which are not r.1arked by the ext:i:•tnne polc.rizatlon of social 



classes that characterizes most of the underdeveloped na.-

tions? For that matter, how applicable is the strategy in 

the modernized sectors of Third World societies? What are 

the limitations of applicability even among groups that re-

semble the original subjects of Freire's educational experi-

ence? 

The question of the applicability of ~"'reire 1 s model 

to the North American scene has been asked by many crit:l.cs 

of Freire in the United States. Tho answers given range f~om 

uncritical rejection to uncritical acceptance. Most critics 

agree that Freire•a model cannot be transplanted in its 

original form and applied without modificatlon. They single 

out different elements that could be adapted to fit the 

American context. DeWitt,4 Greene,5 and Collins6--to mention 

only a few--have suggested that the methodology be incorpo-

rated into adult education prograrns and teacher training 

courses. Ohliger7 has explored the possibility of applying 

Frei!•e• s ideas to the use of mass media in adult and higher 

education. several educational programs working with disad­

vantagod mt.nor:i.tles hnve attempted to incorporate Freire's 

orientation to cormnunity organization projects and to the 

teaching of English as a socond language. Unfor·tuna te ly, no 

systematic evaluation of these diverse projects has been 

attempted. 

The applicab!lity of Freire•s strategy among mod~ 

ernizE0 d Hnd marginal sectors of the Thlrd World depends 
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largely on the degree of tolerance a repressive system shows 

toward forms of popular organization and social criticism, 

which are expected outcomes of a conscientization process. 

If conditions of repression are extreme, Freire concedes 

that educational projects of a conscientizing nature will 

have to go underground. It is dif1':1.cult to see how an edu­

cational action which is dialogical in character can at the 

SE.l.me time be clandestine. In climates of "mild" represslon, 

where there is a possibility of bringing moral pressure to 

bear on unjust structures and institutions, conscientization 

projects may, in the long run, have an impact on cultural 

and social change. I theorize that a lasting impact will 

depend on how successful this strategy is in eliciting, 

through moral pressure at educational and institutional lev-

els, a comm1.tment from sigµificant sectors of the non-mar-

ginal classes to radical change in society. 

6. Pinal comment. 

Intellectual contact with the thought of Paulo 

li'1•eire can be a rewarding, though at times painful, experi-

ence. Jt is not easy to categorlze a thought that has been 

shaped by so many different, rich, and conflicting philo­

sophic.al tra.di tions. I am not in a position to dialogu.e 

competcn tly with the tradi tio~1s tha.t for:n Freire' s intelloc-

tue.l anc·est1•y. I think the dialogue is important and needed 

to clai•:tfy many obscure points in Freire' s theoretical sta. te-

irrvnta, but : lmve chosen to dialogue with Freire directly as 



he presents himselr to the reader. 

The thesis is the result of that dialogue. It is 

marked by many of the limitations inherent in human coMmu­

nication: cultural differences, his biases and mine, una­

vailability of material. I hope it reflects also my respect 

for F~eire as a dedicated and commited educator. He chal­

lenges all who find meaning in the educatlonal task at the 

level of fundamental options and attitudes. We may disagree 

with him in the articulation of basic values and gcals. His 

intellectual status may be denigrated as faddish and unorig­

inal. It may well be that all that will endure from his 

work is his trust in the people, his faith in human beings 

·and in the creation of a world in which it will be easier 

to love.8 Even if that is the cnse, he rightly deserves a 

voice :tn the oducationc.l dialogue. 
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