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Emma Goldman 1917

Francisco Ferrer and the Modern School
First published: Emma Goldman, Anarchism and Other Essays, Third revised
edition, New York: Mother Earth Publishing Association, 1917.
EXPERIENCE has come to be considered the best school of life. The man or woman who
does not learn some vital lesson in that school is looked upon as a dunce indeed. Yet
strange to say, that though organized institutions continue perpetrating errors, though they
learn nothing from experience, we acquiesce, as a matter of course.
There lived and worked in Barcelona a man by the name of Francisco Ferrer. A teacher
of children he was, known and loved by his people. Outside of Spain only the cultured few
knew of Francisco Ferrer’s work. To the world at large this teacher was non-existent.
On the first of September, 1909, the Spanish government – at the behest of the Catholic
Church – arrested Francisco Ferrer. On the thirteenth of October, after a mock trial, he was
placed in the ditch at Montjuich prison, against the hideous wall of many sighs, and shot
dead. Instantly Ferrer, the obscure teacher, became a universal figure, blazing forth the
indignation and wrath of the whole civilized world against the wanton murder.
The killing of Francisco Ferrer was not the first crime committed by the Spanish
government and the Catholic Church. The history of these institutions is one long stream of
fire and blood. Still they have not learned through experience, nor yet come to realize that
every frail being slain by Church and State grows and grows into a mighty giant, who will
some day free humanity from their perilous hold.
Francisco Ferrer was born in 1859, of humble parents. They were Catholics, and
therefore hoped to raise their son in the same faith. They did not know that the boy was to
become the harbinger of a great truth, that his mind would refuse to travel in the old path.
At an early age Ferrer began to question the faith of his fathers. He demanded to know how
it is that the God who spoke to him of goodness and love would mar the sleep of the
innocent child with dread and awe of tortures, of suffering, of hell. Alert and of a vivid and
investigating mind, it did not take him long to discover the hideousness of that black
monster, the Catholic Church. He would have none of it.
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Francisco Ferrer was not only a doubter, a searcher for truth; he was also a rebel. His
spirit would rise in just indignation against the iron régime of his country, and when a band
of rebels, led by the brave patriot General Villacampa, under the banner of the Republican
ideal, made an onslaught on that régime, none was more ardent a fighter than young
Francisco Ferrer. The Republican ideal, – I hope no one will confound it with the
Republicanism of this country. Whatever objection I, as an Anarchist, have to the
Republicans of Latin countries, I know they tower high above the corrupt and reactionary
party which, in America, is destroying every vestige of liberty and justice. One has but to
think of the Mazzinis, the Garibaldis, the scores of others, to realize that their efforts were
directed, not merely against the overthrow of despotism, but particularly against the
Catholic Church, which from its very inception has been the enemy of all progress and
liberalism.
In America it is just the reverse. Republicanism stands for vested rights, for imperialism,
for graft, for the annihilation of every semblance of liberty. Its ideal is the oily, creepy
respectability of a McKinley, and the brutal arrogance of a Roosevelt.
The Spanish republican rebels were subdued. It takes more than one brave effort to split
the rock of ages, to cut off the head of that hydra monster, the Catholic Church and the
Spanish throne. Arrest, persecution, and punishment followed the heroic attempt of the little
band. Those who could escape the bloodhounds had to flee for safety to foreign shores.
Francisco Ferrer was among the latter. He went to France.
How his soul must have expanded in the new land! France, the cradle of liberty, of ideas,
of action. Paris, the ever young, intense Paris, with her pulsating life, after the gloom of his
own belated country, – how she must have inspired him. What opportunities, what a
glorious chance for a young idealist.
Francisco Ferrer lost no time. Like one famished he threw himself into the various liberal
movements, met all kinds of people, learned, absorbed, and grew. While there, he also saw
in operation the Modern School, which was to play such an important and fatal part in his
life.
The Modern School in France was founded long before Ferrer’s time. Its originator,
though on a small scale, was that sweet spirit Louise Michel. Whether consciously or
unconsciously, our own great Louise felt long ago that the future belongs to the young
generation; that unless the young be rescued from that mind and soul-destroying institution,
the bourgeois school, social evils will continue to exist. Perhaps she thought, with Ibsen,
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that the atmosphere is saturated with ghosts, that the adult man and woman have so many
superstitions to overcome. No sooner do they outgrow the deathlike grip of one spook, lo!
they find themselves in the thraldom of ninety-nine other spooks. Thus but a few reach the
mountain peak of complete regeneration.
The child, however, has no traditions to overcome. Its mind is not burdened with set
ideas, its heart has not grown cold with class and caste distinctions. The child is to the
teacher what clay is to the sculptor. Whether the world will receive a work of art or a
wretched imitation, depends to a large extent on the creative power of the teacher.
Louise Michel was pre-eminently qualified to meet the child’s soul cravings. Was she not
herself of a childlike nature, so sweet and tender, unsophisticated and generous? The soul
of Louise burned always at white heat over every social injustice. She was invariably in the
front ranks whenever the people of Paris rebelled against some wrong. And as she was
made to suffer imprisonment for her great devotion to the oppressed, the little school on
Montmartre was soon no more. But the seed was planted and has since borne fruit in many
cities of France.
The most important venture of a Modern School was that of the great young old man
Paul Robin. Together with a few friends he established a large school at Cempuis, a
beautiful place near Paris. Paul Robin aimed at a higher ideal than merely modern ideas in
education. He wanted to demonstrate by actual facts that the bourgeois conception of
heredity is but a mere pretext to exempt society from its terrible crimes against the young.
The contention that the child must suffer for the sins of the fathers, that it must continue in
poverty and filth, that it must grow up a drunkard or criminal, just because its parents left it
no other legacy, was too preposterous to the beautiful spirit of Paul Robin. He believed that
whatever part heredity may play, there are other factors equally great, if not greater, that
may and will eradicate or minimize the so-called first cause. Proper economic and social
environment, the breath and freedom of nature, healthy exercise, love and sympathy, and,
above all, a deep understanding for the needs of the child – these would destroy the cruel,
unjust, and criminal stigma imposed on the innocent young.
Paul Robin did not select his children; he did not go to the so-called best parents: he took
his material wherever he could find it. From the street, the hovels, the orphan and foundling
asylums, the reformatories, from all those gray and hideous places where a benevolent
society hides its victims in order to pacify its guilty conscience. He gathered all the dirty,
filthy, shivering little waifs his place would hold, and brought them to Cempuis. There,
surrounded by nature’s own glory, free and unrestrained, well fed, clean kept, deeply loved
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and understood, the little human plants began to grow, to blossom, to develop beyond even
the expectations of their friend and teacher, Paul Robin.
The children grew and developed into self-reliant, liberty-loving men and women. What
greater danger to the institutions that make the poor in order to perpetuate the poor?
Cempuis was closed by the French government on the charge of co-education, which is
prohibited in France. However, Cempuis had been in operation long enough to prove to all
advanced educators its tremendous possibilities, and to serve as an impetus for modern
methods of education, that are slowly but inevitably undermining the present system.
Cempuis was followed by a great number of other educational attempts, – among them,
by Madelaine Vernet, a gifted writer and poet, author of l’Amour Libre, and Sebastian
Faure, with his La Ruche, [1] which I visited while in Paris, in 1907.
Several years ago Comrade Faure bought the land on which he built his La Ruche. In a
comparatively short time he succeeded in transforming the former wild, uncultivated
country into a blooming spot, having all the appearance of a well-kept farm. A large, square
court, enclosed by three buildings, and a broad path leading to the garden and orchards,
greet the eye of the visitor. The garden, kept as only a Frenchman knows how, furnishes a
large variety of vegetables for La Ruche.
Sebastian Faure is of the opinion that if the child is subjected to contradictory influences,
its development suffers in consequence. Only when the material needs, the hygiene of the
home, and intellectual environment are harmonious, can the child grow into a healthy, free
being.
Referring to his school, Sebastian Faure has this to say:
“I have taken twenty-four children of both sexes, mostly orphans, or those
whose parents are too poor to pay. They are clothed, housed, and educated at
my expense. Till their twelfth year they will receive a sound elementary
education. Between the age of twelve and fifteen – their studies still continuing
– they are to be taught some trade, in keeping with their individual disposition
and abilities. After that they are at liberty to leave La Ruche to begin life in the
outside world, with the assurance that they may at any time return to La
Ruche, where they will be received with open arms and welcomed as parents
do their beloved children. Then, if they wish to work at our place, they may do
so under the following conditions: One third of the product to cover his or her
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expenses of maintenance, another third to go towards the general fund set aside
for accommodating new children, and the last third to be devoted to the
personal use of the child, as he or she may see fit.
“The health of the children who are now in my care is perfect. Pure air,
nutritious food, physical exercise in the open, long walks, observation of
hygienic rules, the short and interesting method of instruction, and, above all,
our affectionate understanding and care of the children, have produced
admirable physical and mental results.
“It would be unjust to claim that our pupils have accomplished wonders; yet,
considering that they belong to the average, having had no previous
opportunities, the results are very gratifying indeed. The most important thing
they have acquired – a rare trait with ordinary school children – is the love of
study, the desire to know, to be informed. They have learned a new method of
work, one that quickens the memory and stimulates the imagination. We make
a particular effort to awaken the child’s interest in his surroundings, to make
him realize the importance of observation, investigation, and reflection, so that
when the children reach maturity, they would not be deaf and blind to the
things about them. Our children never accept anything in blind faith, without
inquiry as to why and wherefore; nor do they feel satisfied until their questions
are thoroughly answered. Thus their minds are free from doubts and fear
resultant from incomplete or untruthful replies; it is the latter which warp the
growth of the child, and create a lack of confidence in himself and those about
him.
“It is surprising how frank and kind and affectionate our little ones are to each
other. The harmony between themselves and the adults at La Ruche is highly
encouraging. We should feel at fault if the children were to fear or honor us
merely because we are their elders. We leave nothing undone to gain their
confidence and love; that accomplished, understanding will replace duty;
confidence, fear; and affection, severity.
“No one has yet fully realized the wealth of sympathy, kindness, and
generosity hidden in the soul of the child. The effort of every true educator
should be to unlock that treasure – to stimulate the child’s impulses, and call
forth the best and noblest tendencies. What greater reward can there be for one
whose life-work is to watch over the growth of the human plant, than to see its

5 of 14

4/11/08 6:02 PM

Works of Emma Goldman 1917

http://marxists.org/reference/archive/goldman/works/1917/ferrer.htm

nature unfold its petals, and to observe it develop into a true individuality. My
comrades at La Ruche look for no greater reward, and it is due to them and
their efforts, even more than to my own, that our human garden promises to
bear beautiful fruit.” [2]
Regarding the subject of history and the prevailing old methods of instruction, Sebastian
Faure said:
“We explain to our children that true history is yet to be written, – the story of
those who have died, unknown, in the effort to aid humanity to greater
achievement.” [3]
Francisco Ferrer could not escape this great wave of Modern School attempts. He saw its
possibilities, not merely in theoretic form, but in their practical application to every-day
needs. He must have realized that Spain, more than any other country, stands in need of just
such schools, if it is ever to throw off the double yoke of priest and soldier.
When we consider that the entire system of education in Spain is in the hands of the
Catholic Church, and when we further remember the Catholic formula, “To inculcate
Catholicism in the mind of the child until it is nine years of age is to ruin it forever for any
other idea,” we will understand the tremendous task of Ferrer in bringing the new light to
his people. Fate soon assisted him in realizing his great dream.
Mlle. Meunier, a pupil of Francisco Ferrer, and a lady of wealth, became interested in the
Modern School project. When she died, she left Ferrer some valuable property and twelve
thousand francs yearly income for the School.
It is said that mean souls can conceive of naught but mean ideas. If so, the contemptible
methods of the Catholic Church to blackguard Ferrer’s character, in order to justify her own
black crime, can readily be explained. Thus the lie was spread in American Catholic papers
that Ferrer used his intimacy with Mlle. Meunier to get possession of her money.
Personally, I hold that the intimacy, of whatever nature, between a man and a woman, is
their own affair, their sacred own. I would therefore not lose a word in referring to the
matter, if it were not one of the many dastardly lies circulated about Ferrer. Of course, those
who know the purity of the Catholic clergy will understand the insinuation. Have the
Catholic priests ever looked upon woman as anything but a sex commodity? The historical
data regarding the discoveries in the cloisters and monasteries will bear me out in that.
How, then, are they to understand the co-operation of a man and a woman, except on a sex
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basis?
As a matter of fact, Mlle. Meunier was considerably Ferrer’s senior. Having spent her
childhood and girlhood with a miserly father and a submissive mother, she could easily
appreciate the necessity of love and joy in child life. She must have seen that Francisco
Ferrer was a teacher, not college, machine, or diploma-made, but one endowed with genius
for that calling.
Equipped with knowledge, with experience, and with the necessary means; above all,
imbued with the divine fire of his mission, our Comrade came back to Spain, and there
began his life’s work. On the ninth of September, 1901, the first Modern School was
opened. It was enthusiastically received by the people of Barcelona, who pledged their
support. In a short address at the opening of the School, Ferrer submitted his program to
his friends. He said: “I am not a speaker, not a propagandist, not a fighter. I am a teacher; I
love children above everything. I think I understand them. I want my contribution to the
cause of liberty to be a young generation ready to meet a new era.”
He was cautioned by his friends to be careful in his opposition to the Catholic Church.
They knew to what lengths she would go to dispose of an enemy. Ferrer, too, knew. But,
like Brand, he believed in all or nothing. He would not erect the Modern School on the
same old lie. He would be frank and honest and open with the children.
Francisco Ferrer became a marked man. From the very first day of the opening of the
School, he was shadowed. The school building was watched, his little home in Mangat was
watched. He was followed every step, even when he went to France or England to confer
with his colleagues. He was a marked man, and it was only a question of time when the
lurking enemy would tighten the noose.
It succeeded, almost, in 1906, when Ferrer was implicated in the attempt on the life of
Alfonso. The evidence exonerating him was too strong even for the black crows;[4] they
had to let him go – not for good, however. They waited. Oh, they can wait, when they have
set themselves to trap a victim.
The moment came at last, during the anti-military uprising in Spain, in July, 1909. One
will have to search in vain the annals of revolutionary history to find a more remarkable
protest against militarism. Having been soldier-ridden for centuries, the people of Spain
could stand the yoke no longer. They would refuse to participate in useless slaughter. They
saw no reason for aiding a despotic government in subduing and oppressing a small people
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fighting for their independence, as did the brave Riffs. No, they would not bear arms
against them.
For eighteen hundred years the Catholic Church has preached the gospel of peace. Yet,
when the people actually wanted to make this gospel a living reality, she urged the
authorities to force them to bear arms. Thus the dynasty of Spain followed the murderous
methods of the Russian dynasty, – people were forced to the battlefield.
Then, and not until then, was their power of endurance at an end. Then, and not until
then, did the workers of Spain turn against their masters, against those who, like leeches,
had drained their strength, their very life-blood. Yes, they attacked the churches and the
priests, but if the latter had a thousand lives, they could not possibly pay for the terrible
outrages and crimes perpetrated upon the Spanish people.
Francisco Ferrer was arrested on the first of September, 1909. Until October first his
friends and comrades did not even know what had become of him. On that day a letter was
received by L’Humanité from which can be learned the whole mockery of the trial. And the
next day his companion, Soledad Villafranca, received the following letter:
“No reason to worry; you know I am absolutely innocent. Today I am
particularly hopeful and joyous. It is the first time I can write to you, and the
first time since my arrest that I can bathe in the rays of the sun, streaming
generously through my cell window. You, too, must be joyous.”
How pathetic that Ferrer should have believed, as late as October fourth, that he would
not be condemned to death. Even more pathetic that his friends and comrades should once
more have made the blunder in crediting the enemy with a sense of justice. Time and again
they had placed faith in the judicial powers, only to see their brothers killed before their
very eyes. They made no preparation to rescue Ferrer, not even a protest of any extent;
nothing. “Why, it is impossible to condemn Ferrer; he is innocent.” But everything is
possible with the Catholic Church. Is she not a practiced henchman, whose trials of her
enemies are the worst mockery of justice?
On October fourth Ferrer sent the following letter to L’Humanité:
“The Prison Cell, October 4, 1909.
“My dear Friends – Notwithstanding most absolute innocence, the prosecutor
demands the death penalty, based on denunciations of the police, representing
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me as the chief of the world’s Anarchists, directing the labor syndicates of
France, and guilty of conspiracies and insurrections everywhere, and declaring
that my voyages to London and Paris were undertaken with no other object.
“With such infamous lies they are trying to kill me.
“The messenger is about to depart and I have not time for more. All the
evidence presented to the investigating judge by the police is nothing but a
tissue of lies and calumnious insinuations. But no proofs against me, having
done nothing at all.
“FERRER.”
October thirteenth, 1909, Ferrer’s heart, so brave, so staunch, so loyal, was stilled. Poor
fools! The last agonized throb of that heart had barely died away when it began to beat a
hundredfold in the hearts of the civilized world, until it grew into terrific thunder, hurling
forth its malediction upon the instigators of the black crime. Murderers of black garb and
pious mien, to the bar of justice!
Did Francisco Ferrer participate in the anti-military uprising? According to the first
indictment, which appeared in a Catholic paper in Madrid, signed by the Bishop and all the
prelates of Barcelona, he was not even accused of participation. The indictment was to the
effect that Francisco Ferrer was guilty of having organized godless schools, and having
circulated godless literature. But in the twentieth century men can not be burned merely for
their godless beliefs. Something else had to be devised; hence the charge of instigating the
uprising.
In no authentic source so far investigated could a single proof be found to connect Ferrer
with the uprising. But then, no proofs were wanted, or accepted, by the authorities. There
were seventy-two witnesses, to be sure, but their testimony was taken on paper. They never
were confronted with Ferrer, or he with them.
Is it psychologically possible that Ferrer should have participated? I do not believe it is,
and here are my reasons. Francisco Ferrer was not only a great teacher, but he was also
undoubtedly a marvelous organizer. In eight years, between 1901-1909, he had organized
in Spain one hundred and nine schools, besides inducing the liberal element of his country
to organize three hundred and eight other schools. In connection with his own school work,
Ferrer had equipped a modern printing plant, organized a staff of translators, and spread
broadcast one hundred and fifty thousand copies of modern scientific and sociologic works,

9 of 14

4/11/08 6:02 PM

Works of Emma Goldman 1917

http://marxists.org/reference/archive/goldman/works/1917/ferrer.htm

not to forget the large quantity of rationalist text books. Surely none but the most
methodical and efficient organizer could have accomplished such a feat.
On the other hand, it was absolutely proven that the anti-military uprising was not at all
organized; that it came as a surprise to the people themselves, like a great many
revolutionary waves on previous occasions. The people of Barcelona, for instance, had the
city in their control for four days, and, according to the statement of tourists, greater order
and peace never prevailed. Of course, the people were so little prepared that when the time
came, they did not know what to do. In this regard they were like the people of Paris during
the Commune of 1871. They, too, were unprepared. While they were starving, they
protected the warehouses filled to the brim with provisions. They placed sentinels to guard
the Bank of France, where the bourgeoisie kept the stolen money. The workers of
Barcelona, too, watched over the spoils of their masters.
How pathetic is the stupidity of the underdog; how terribly tragic! But, then, have not his
fetters been forged so deeply into his flesh, that he would not, even if he could, break them?
The awe of authority, of law, of private property, hundredfold burned into his soul, – how
is he to throw it off unprepared, unexpectedly?
Can anyone assume for a moment that a man like Ferrer would affiliate himself with such
a spontaneous, unorganized effort? Would he not have known that it would result in a
defeat, a disastrous defeat for the people? And is it not more likely that if he would have
taken part, he, the experienced entrepreneur, would have thoroughly organized the attempt?
If all other proofs were lacking, that one factor would be sufficient to exonerate Francisco
Ferrer. But there are others equally convincing.
For the very date of the outbreak, July twenty-fifth, Ferrer had called a conference of his
teachers and members of the League of Rational Education. It was to consider the autumn
work, and particularly the publication of Elisée Reclus’ great book, L’Homme et la Terre,
and Peter Kropotkin’s Great French Revolution. Is it at all likely, is it at all plausible that
Ferrer, knowing of the uprising, being a party to it, would in cold blood invite his friends
and colleagues to Barcelona for the day on which he realized their lives would be
endangered? Surely, only the criminal, vicious mind of a Jesuit could credit such deliberate
murder.
Francisco Ferrer had his life-work mapped out; he had everything to lose and nothing to
gain, except ruin and disaster, were he to lend assistance to the outbreak. Not that he
doubted the justice of the people’s wrath; but his work, his hope, his very nature was

10 of 14

4/11/08 6:02 PM

Works of Emma Goldman 1917

http://marxists.org/reference/archive/goldman/works/1917/ferrer.htm

directed toward another goal.
In vain are the frantic efforts of the Catholic Church, her lies, falsehoods, calumnies. She
stands condemned by the awakened human conscience of having once more repeated the
foul crimes of the past.
Francisco Ferrer is accused of teaching the children the most blood-curdling ideas, – to
hate God, for instance. Horrors! Francisco Ferrer did not believe in the existence of a God.
Why teach the child to hate something which does not exist? Is it not more likely that he
took the children out into the open, that he showed them the splendor of the sunset, the
brilliancy of the starry heavens, the awe-inspiring wonder of the mountains and seas; that
he explained to them in his simple, direct way the law of growth, of development, of the
interrelation of all life? In so doing he made it forever impossible for the poisonous weeds
of the Catholic Church to take root in the child’s mind.
It has been stated that Ferrer prepared the children to destroy the rich. Ghost stories of
old maids. Is it not more likely that he prepared them to succor the poor? That he taught
them the humiliation, the degradation, the awfulness of poverty, which is a vice and not a
virtue; that he taught the dignity and importance of all creative efforts, which alone sustain
life and build character. Is it not the best and most effective way of bringing into the proper
light the absolute uselessness and injury of parasitism?
Last, but not least, Ferrer is charged with undermining the army by inculcating
anti-military ideas. Indeed? He must have believed with Tolstoy that war is legalized
slaughter, that it perpetuates hatred and arrogance, that it eats away the heart of nations, and
turns them into raving maniacs.
However, we have Ferrer’s own word regarding his ideas of modern education:
“I would like to call the attention of my readers to this idea: All the value of
education rests in the respect for the physical, intellectual, and moral will of the
child. Just as in science no demonstration is possible save by facts, just so
there is no real education save that which is exempt from all dogmatism, which
leaves to the child itself the direction of its effort, and confines itself to the
seconding of its effort. Now, there is nothing easier than to alter this purpose,
and nothing harder than to respect it. Education is always imposing, violating,
constraining; the real educator is he who can best protect the child against his
(the teacher’s) own ideas, his peculiar whims; he who can best appeal to the
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child’s own energies.
“We are convinced that the education of the future will be of an entirely
spontaneous nature; certainly we can not as yet realize it, but the evolution of
methods in the direction of a wider comprehension of the phenomena of life,
and the fact that all advances toward perfection mean the overcoming of
restraint, – all this indicates that we are in the right when we hope for the
deliverance of the child through science.
“Let us not fear to say that we want men capable of evolving without stopping,
capable of destroying and renewing their environments without cessation, of
renewing themselves also; men, whose intellectual independence will be their
greatest force, who will attach themselves to nothing, always ready to accept
what is best, happy in the triumph of new ideas, aspiring to live multiple lives
in one life. Society fears such men; we therefore must not hope that it will ever
want an education able to give them to us.
“We shall follow the labors of the scientists who study the child with the
greatest attention, and we shall eagerly seek for means of applying their
experience to the education which we want to build up, in the direction of an
ever fuller liberation of the individual. But how can we attain our end? Shall it
not be by putting ourselves directly to the work favoring the foundation of new
schools, which shall be ruled as much as possible by this spirit of liberty,
which we forefeel will dominate the entire work of education in the future?
“A trial has been made, which, for the present, has already given excellent
results. We can destroy all which in the present school answers to the
organization of constraint, the artificial surroundings by which children are
separated from nature and life, the intellectual and moral discipline made use of
to impose ready-made ideas upon them, beliefs which deprave and annihilate
natural bent. Without fear of deceiving ourselves, we can restore the child to
the environment which entices it, the environment of nature in which he will be
in contact with all that he loves, and in which impressions of life will replace
fastidious book-learning. If we did not more than that, we should already have
prepared in great part the deliverance of the child.
“In such conditions we might already freely apply the data of science and labor
most fruitfully.
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“I know very well we could not thus realize all our hopes, that we should often
be forced, for lack of knowledge, to employ undesirable methods; but a
certitude would sustain us in our efforts – namely, that even without reaching
our aim completely we should do more and better in our still imperfect work
than the present school accomplishes. I like the free spontaneity of a child who
knows nothing, better than the world-knowledge and intellectual deformity of a
child who has been subjected to our present education.” [5]
Had Ferrer actually organized the riots, had he fought on the barricades, had he hurled a
hundred bombs, he could not have been so dangerous to the Catholic Church and to
despotism, as with his opposition to discipline and restraint. Discipline and restraint – are
they not back of all the evils in the world? Slavery, submission, poverty, all misery, all
social iniquities result from discipline and restraint. Indeed, Ferrer was dangerous.
Therefore he had to die, October thirteenth, 1909, in the ditch of Montjuich. Yet who dare
say his death was in vain? In view of the tempestuous rise of universal indignation: Italy
naming streets in memory of Francisco Ferrer, Belgium inaugurating a movement to erect a
memorial; France calling to the front her most illustrious men to resume the heritage of the
martyr; England being the first to issue a biography; all countries uniting in perpetuating the
great work of Francisco Ferrer; America, even, tardy always in progressive ideas, giving
birth to a Francisco Ferrer Association, its aim being to publish a complete life of Ferrer
and to organize Modern Schools all over the country, – in the face of this international
revolutionary wave, who is there to say Ferrer died in vain?
That death at Montjuich, – how wonderful, how dramatic it was, how it stirs the human
soul. Proud and erect, the inner eye turned toward the light, Francisco Ferrer needed no
lying priests to give him courage, nor did he upbraid a phantom for forsaking him. The
consciousness that his executioners represented a dying age, and that his was the living
truth, sustained him in the last heroic moments.
A dying age and a living truth,
The living burying the dead.

Notes
1. The Beehive.
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2. Mother Earth, 1907.
3. Ibid.
4. Black crows: The Catholic clergy.
5. Mother Earth, December, 1909.
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Chapter 1
While the problem of humanization has always, from an axiological point of view, been
humankind’s central problem, it now takes on the character of an inescapable concern.[1]
Concern for humanization leads at once to the recognition of dehumanization, not only as an
ontological possibility but as an historical reality And as an individual perceives the extent
of dehumanization, he or she may ask if humanization is a viable possibility. Within history
in concrete, objective contexts, both humanization and dehumanization are possibilities for a
person as an uncompleted being conscious of their incompletion.
But while both humanization and dehumanization are real alternatives, only the first is the
people’s vocation. This vocation is constantly negated, yet it is affirmed by that very
negation. It is thwarted by injustice, exploitation, oppression, and the violence of the
oppressors; it is affirmed by the yearning of the oppressed for freedom and justice, and by
their struggle to recover their lost humanity.
Dehumanization, which marks not only those whose humanity has been stolen, but also
(though in a different way) those who have stolen it, is a distortion of the vocation of
becoming more fully human. This distortion occurs within history; but it is not an historical
vocation. Indeed, to admit of dehumanization as an historical vocation would lead either to
cynicism or total despair. The struggle for humanization, for the emancipation of labor, for
the overcoming of alienation, for the affirmation of men and women as persons would be
meaningless. This struggle is possible only because dehumanization, although a concrete
historical fact, is not a given destiny but the result of an unjust order that engenders
violence in the oppressors, which in turn dehumanizes the oppressed.
Because it is a distortion of being more fully human, sooner or later being less human
leads the oppressed to struggle against those who made them so. In order for this struggle
to have meaning, the oppressed must not in seeking to regain their humanity (which is a
way to create it), become in turn oppressors of the oppressors, but rather restorers of the
humanity of both.
This, then, is the great humanistic and historical task of the oppressed: to liberate
themselves and their oppressors as well. The oppressors, who oppress, exploit, and rape by
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virtue of their power; cannot find in this power the strength to liberate either the oppressed
or themselves. Only power that springs from the weakness of the oppressed will be
sufficiently strong to free both. Any attempt to “soften” the power of the oppressor in
deference to the weakness of the oppressed almost always manifests itself in the form of
false generosity; indeed, the attempt never goes beyond this. In order to have the continued
opportunity to express their “generosity,” the oppressors must perpetuate injustice as well.
An unjust social order is the permanent fount of this “generosity” which is nourished by
death, despair, and poverty. That is why the dispensers of false generosity become
desperate at the slightest threat to its source.
True generosity consists precisely in fighting to destroy the causes which nourish false
charity. False charity constrains the fearful and subdued, the “rejects of life” to extend their
trembling hands. True generosity lies in striving so that these hands — whether of
individuals or entire peoples — need be extended less and less in supplication, so that more
and more they become human hands which work and, working, transform the world.
This lesson and this apprenticeship must come, however, from the oppressed themselves
and from those who are truly in solidarity with them. As individuals or as peoples, by
fighting for the restoration of their humanity they will be attempting the restoration of true
generosity. Who are better prepared than the oppressed to understand the terrible
significance of an oppressive society? Who suffer the effects of oppression more than the
oppressed? Who can better understand the necessity of liberation? They will not gain this
liberation by chance but through the praxis of their quest for it, through their recognition of
the necessity to fight for it. And this fight, because of the purpose given it by the oppressed,
will actually constitute an act of love opposing the lovelessness which lies at the heart of the
oppressors’ violence, lovelessness even when clothed in false generosity.
But almost always, during the initial stage of the struggle, the oppressed, instead of
striving for liberation, tend themselves to become oppressors, or “sub-oppressors.” The
very structure of their thought has been conditioned by the contradictions of the concrete,
existential situation by which they were shaped. Their ideal is to be men; but for them, to be
men is to be oppressors. This is their model of humanity. This phenomenon derives from
the fact that the oppressed, at a certain moment of their existential experience, adopt an
attitude of “adhesion” to the oppressor. Under these circumstances they cannot “consider”
him sufficiently clearly to objectivize him — to discover him “outside” themselves. This
does not necessarily mean that the oppressed are unaware that they are downtrodden. But
their perception of themselves as oppressed is impaired by their submersion in the reality of
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oppression. At this level, their perception of themselves as opposites of the oppressor does
not yet signify engagement in a struggle to overcome the contradiction;[2] the one pole
aspires not to liberation, but to identification with its opposite pole.
In this situation the oppressed do not see the “new man as the person to be born from the
resolution of this contradiction, as oppression gives way to liberation. For them, the new
man or woman themselves become oppressors. Their vision of the new man or woman is
individualistic; because of their identification with the oppressor they have no
consciousness of themselves as persons or as members of an oppressed class. It is not to
become free that they want agrarian reform, but in order to acquire land and thus become
landowners — or; more precisely, bosses over other workers. It is a rare peasant who, once
“promoted” to overseer, does not become more of a tyrant towards his former comrades
than the owner himself. This is because the context of the peasant’s situation, that is,
oppression, remains unchanged. In this example, the overseer, in order to make sure of his
job, must be as tough as the owner — and more so. Thus is illustrated our previous
assertion that during the initial stage of their struggle the oppressed find in the oppressor
their model of “manhood.”
Even revolution, which transforms a concrete situation of oppression by establishing the
process of liberation, must confront thus phenomenon. Many of the oppressed who directly
or indirectly participate in revolution intend — conditioned by the myths of the old order —
to make it their private revolution. The shadow of their former oppressor is still cast over
them.
The “fear of freedom” which afflicts the oppressed,[3]a fear which may equally well lead
them to desire the role of oppressor or bind them to the role of oppressed, should be
examined. One of the basic elements of the relationship between oppressor and oppressed
is prescription. Every prescription represents the imposition of one individual’s choice
upon another, transforming the consciousness of the person prescribed to into one that
conforms with the prescriber’s consciousness. Thus, the behavior of the oppressed is a
prescribed behavior, following as it does the guidelines of the oppressor.
The oppressed, having internalized the image of the oppressor and adopted his
guidelines, are fearful of freedom. Freedom would require them to eject this image and
replace it with autonomy and responsibility. Freedom is acquired by conquest, not by gift. It
must be pursued constantly and responsibly. Freedom is not an ideal located outside of
man; nor is it an idea which becomes myth. It is rather the indispensable condition for the
quest for human completion.
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To surmount the situation of oppression, people must first critically recognize its causes,
so that through transforming action they can create a new situation, one which makes
possible the pursuit of a fuller humanity. But the struggle to be more fully human has
already begun in the authentic struggle to transform the situation. Although the situation of
oppression is a dehumanized and dehumanizing totality affecting both the oppressors and
those whom they oppress, it is the latter who must, from their stifled humanity, wage for
both the struggle for a fuller humanity; the oppressor, who is himself dehumanized because
he dehumanizes others, is unable to lead this struggle.
However, the oppressed, who have adapted to the structure of domination in which they
are immersed, and have become resigned to it, are inhibited from waging the struggle for
freedom so long as they feel incapable of running the risks it requires. Moreover, their
struggle for freedom threatens not only the oppressor, but also their own oppressed
comrades who are fearful of still greater repression. When they discover within themselves
the yearning to be free, they perceive that this yearning can be transformed into reality only
when the same yearning is aroused in their comrades. But while dominated by the fear of
freedom they refuse to appeal to others, or to listen to the appeals of others, or even to the
appeals of their own conscience. They prefer gregariousness to authentic comradeship; they
prefer the security of conformity with their state of unfreedom to the creative communion
produced by freedom and even the very pursuit of freedom.
The oppressed suffer from the duality which has established itself in their innermost
being. They discover that without freedom they cannot exist authentically. Yet, although
they desire authentic existence, they fear it. They are at one and the same time themselves
and the oppressor whose consciousness they have internalized. The conflict lies in the
choice between being wholly themselves or being divided; between ejecting the oppressor
within or not ejecting them; between human solidarity or alienation; between following
prescriptions or having choices; between being spectators or actors; between acting or
having the illusion of acting through the action of the oppressors; between speaking out or
being silent, castrated in their power to create and re-create, in their power to transform the
world. This is the tragic dilemma of the oppressed which their education must take into
account.
This book will present some aspects of what the writer has termed the pedagogy of the
oppressed, a pedagogy which must be forged with, not for, the oppressed (whether
individuals or peoples) in the incessant struggle to regain their humanity. This pedagogy
makes oppression and its causes objects of reflection by the oppressed, and from that
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reflection will come their necessary engagement in the struggle for their liberation. And in
the struggle this pedagogy will be made and remade.
The central problem is this: How can the oppressed, as divided, unauthentic beings,
participate in developing the pedagogy of their liberation? Only as they discover themselves
to be “hosts” of the oppressor can they contribute to the midwifery of their liberating
pedagogy. As long as they live in the duality in which to be is to be like, and to be like
is to be like the oppressor, this contribution is impossible. The pedagogy of the
oppressed is an instrument for their critical discovery that both they and their oppressors are
manifestations of dehumanization.
Liberation is thus a childbirth, and a painful one. The man or woman who emerges is a
new person, viable only as the oppressor-oppressed contradiction is superseded by the
humanization of all people. Or to put it another way the solution of this contradiction is
born in the labor which brings into the world this new being: no longer oppressor nor
longer oppressed, but human in the process of achieving freedom.
This solution cannot be achieved in idealistic terms. In order for the oppressed to be able
to wage the struggle for their liberation they must perceive the reality of oppression not as a
closed world from which there is no exit, but as a limiting situation which they can
transform. This perception is a necessary but not a sufficient condition for liberation; it must
become the motivating force for liberating action. Nor does the discovery by the oppressed
that they exist in dialectical relationship to the oppressor, as his antithesis that without them
the oppressor could not exist[4] — in itself constitute liberation. The oppressed can
overcome the contradiction in which they are caught only when this perception enlists them
in the struggle to free themselves.
The same is true with respect to the individual oppressor as person. Discovering himself
to be an oppressor may cause considerable anguish, but it does not necessarily lead to
solidarity with the oppressed. Rationalizing his guilt through paternalistic treatment of the
oppressed, all the while holding them fast in a position of dependence, will not do.
Solidarity requires that one enter into the situation of those with whom one is in solidarity;
it is a radical posture. If what characterizes the oppressed is their subordination to the
consciousness of the master, as Hegel affirms,[5] true solidarity with the oppressed means
fighting at their side to transform the objective reality which has made them these “beings
for another”. The oppressor is in solidarity with the oppressed only when he stops
regarding the oppressed as an abstract category and sees them as persons who have been
unjustly dealt with, deprived of their voice, cheated in the sale of their labor — when he
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stops making pious, sentimental, and individualistic gestures and risks an act of love. True
solidarity is found only in the plenitude of this act of love, in its existentiality in its praxis.
To affirm that men and women are persons and as persons should be free, and yet to do
nothing tangible to make this affirmation a reality, is a farce.
Since it is a concrete situation that the oppressor-oppressed contradiction is established,
the resolution of this contradiction must be objectively verifiable. Hence, the radical
requirement — both for the individual who discovers himself or herself to be an oppressor
and for the oppressed — that the concrete situation which begets oppression must be
transformed.
To present this radical demand for the objective transformation of reality to combat
subjectivist immobility which would divert the recognition of oppression into patient
waiting for oppression to disappear by itself is not to dismiss the role of subjectivity in the
struggle to change structures. On the contrary one cannot conceive of objectivity without
subjectivity. Neither can exist without the other, nor can they be dichotomized. The
separation of objectivity from subjectivity, the denial of the latter when analyzing reality or
acting upon it, is objectivism. On the other hand, the denial of objectivity in analysis or
action, resulting in a subjectivism which leads to solipsistic positions, denies action itself by
denying objective reality. Neither objectivism nor subjectivism, nor yet psychologism is
propounded here, but rather subjectivity and objectivity in constant dialectical relationship.
To deny the importance of subjectivity in the process of transforming the world and
history is naive and simplistic. It is to admit the impossible: a world without people. This
objectivistic position is as ingenuous as that of subjectivism, which postulates people
without a world. World and human beings do not exist apart from each other, they exist in
constant interaction. Man does not espouse such a dichotomy; nor does any other critical,
realistic thinker. What Marx criticized and scientifically destroyed was not subjectivity, but
subjectivism and psychologism. Just as objective social reality exists not by chance, but as
the product of human action, so it is not transformed by chance. If humankind produce
social reality (which in the “inversion of the praxis” turns back upon them and conditions
them), then transforming that reality is an historical task, a task for humanity.
Reality which becomes oppressive results in the contradistinction of men as oppressors
and oppressed The latter, whose task it is to struggle for their liberation together with those
who show true solidarity, must acquire a critical awareness of oppression through the
praxis of this struggle. One of the gravest obstacles to the achievement of liberation is that
oppressive reality absorbs those within it and thereby acts to submerge human beings’
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consiousness.[6] Functionally, oppression is domesticating. To no longer be prey to its
force, one must emerge from it and turn upon it. This can be done only by means of the
praxis: reflection and action upon the world in order to transform it.
Hay que hacer al opresion real todavia mas opresiva anadiendo a aquella la conciencia de la
opresion haciendo la infamia todavia mas infamante, al pregonar1a.[7]

Making “real oppression more oppressive still by adding to it the realization of
oppression” corresponds to the dialectical relation between the subjective and the objective.
Only in this interdependence is an authentic praxis possible, without which it is impossible
to resolve the oppressor-oppressed contradiction. To achieve this goal, the oppressed must
confront reality critically, simultaneously objectifying and acting upon that reality. A mere
perception of reality not followed by this critical intervention will not lead to a
transformation of objective reality — precisely because it is not a true perception. This is the
case of a purely subjectivist perception by someone who forsakes objective reality and
creates a false substitute.
A different type of false perception occurs when a change in objective reality would
threaten the individual or class interests of the perceiver. In the first instance, there is no
critical intervention in reality because that reality is fictitious; there is none in the second
instance because intervention would contradict the class interests of the perceiver In the
latter case the tendency of the perceiver is to behave “neurotically.” The fact exists; but both
the fact and what may result from it may be prejudicial to the person. Thus it becomes
necessary not precisely to deny the fact, but to “see it differently.” This rationalization as a
defense mechanism coincides in the end with subjectivism. A fact which is not denied but
whose truths are rationalized loses its objective base. It ceases to be concrete and becomes a
myth created in defense of the class of the perceiver.
Herein lies one of the reasons for the prohibitions and the difficulties (to be discussed at
length in Chapter 4) designed to dissuade the people from critical intervention in reality. The
oppressor knows full well that this intervention would not be to his interest. What is to his
interest is for the people to continue in a state of submersion, impotent in the face of
oppressive reality. Of relevance here is Lukacs’ warning to the revolutionary party:
... il doit, pour employer les mots de Marx, expliquer aux masses leur propre action non
seulement afin d’assurer la continuite des experiences revolutionnaires du proletariat, mais
aussi d’activer consciemment le developpement ulterieur de ces experiences.[8]

In affirming this necessity, Lukacs is unquestionably posing the problem of critical
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intervention. “To explain to the masses their own action” is to clarify and illuminate that
action, both regarding its relationship to the objective acts by which it was prompted, and
regarding its purposes. The more the people unveil this challenging reality which is to be
the object of their transforming action, the more critically they enter that reality. In this way
they are “consciously activating the subsequent development of their experiences.” There
would be no human action if there were no objective reality; no world to be the “not I” of
the person and to challenge them; just as there would be no human action if humankind
were not a “project” if he or she were not able to transcend himself or herself, if one were
not able to perceive reality and understand it in order to transform it.
In dialectical thought, world and action are intimately interdependent. But action is human
only when it is not merely an occupation but also a preoccupation, that is, when it is not
dichotomized from reflection. Reflection, which is essential to action, is implicit in Lukacs’
requirement of “explaining to the masses their own action,” just as it is implicit in the
purpose he attributes to this explanation: that of “consciously activating the subsequent
development of experience.”
For us, however, the requirement is seen not in terms of explaining to, but rather
dialoguing with the people about their actions. In any event, no reality transforms
itself,[9]and the duty which Lukacs ascribes to the revolutionary party of “explaining to the
masses their own action” coincides with our affirmation of the need for the critical
intervention of the people in reality through the praxis. The pedagogy of the oppressed,
which is the pedagogy of people engaged in the fight for their own liberation, has its roots
here. And those who recognize, or begin to recognize, themselves as oppressed must be
among the developers of this pedagogy. No pedagogy which is truly liberating can remain
distant from the oppressed by treating them as unfortunates and by presenting for their
emulation models from among the oppressors. The oppressed must be their own example in
the struggle for their redemption.
The pedagogy of the oppressed, animated by authentic, humanist (not humanitarian)
generosity, presents itself as a pedagogy of humankind. Pedagogy which begins with the
egoistic interests of the oppressors (an egoism cloaked in the false generosity of
paternalism) and makes of the oppressed the objects of its humanitarianism, itself maintains
and embodies oppression. It is an instrument of dehumanization. This is why, as we
affirmed earlier, the pedagogy of the oppressed cannot be developed or practiced by the
oppressor. It would be a contradiction in terms if the oppressors not only defended but
actually implemented a liberating education.
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But if the implementation of a liberating education requires political power and the
oppressed have none, how then is it possible to carry out the pedagogy of the oppressed
prior to the revolution? This is a question of the greatest importance, the reply to which is at
least tentatively outlined in Chapter 4. One aspect of the reply is to be found in the
distinction between systematic education, which can only be changed by political power,
and educational projects, which should be carried out with the oppressed in the process of
organizing them.
The pedagogy of the oppressed, as a humanist and libertarian pedagogy, has two distinct
stages. In the first, the oppressed unveil the world of oppression and through the praxis
commit themselves to its transformation. In the second stage, in which the reality of
oppression has already been transformed, this pedagogy ceases to belong to the oppressed
and becomes a pedagogy of all people in the process of permanent liberation. In both
stages, it is always through action in depth that the culture of domination is culturally
confronted.[10]In the first stage this confrontation occurs through the change in the way the
oppressed perceive the world of oppression; in the second stage, through the expulsion of
the myths created and developed in the old order, which like specters haunt the new
structure emerging from the revolutionary transformation.
The pedagogy of the first stage must deal with the problem of the oppressed
consciousness and the oppressor consciousness, the problem of men and women who
oppress and men and women who suffer oppression. It must take into account their
behavior; their view of the world, and their ethics. A particular problem is the duality of the
oppressed: they are contradictory, divided beings, shaped by and existing in a concrete
situation of oppression and violence.
Any situation in which “A” objectively exploits “B” or hinders his and her pursuit of
self-affirmation as a responsible person is one of oppression. Such a situation in itself
constitutes violence even when sweetened by false generosity; because it interferes with the
individual’s ontological and historical vocation to be more fully human. With the
establishment of a relationship of oppression, violence has already begun. Never in history
has violence been initiated by the oppressed. How could they be the initiators, if they
themselves are the result of violence? How could they be the sponsors of something whose
objective inauguration called forth their existence as oppressed? There would be no
oppressed had there been no prior situation of violence to establish their subjugation.
Violence is initiated by those who oppress, who exploit, who fail to recognize others as
persons — not by those who are oppressed, exploited, and unrecognized. It is not the
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unloved who initiate disaffection, but those who cannot love because they love only
themselves. It is not the helpless, subject to terror, who initiate terror, but the violent, who
with their power create the concrete situation which begets the “rejects of life.” It is not the
tyrannized who initiate despotism, but the tyrants. It is not the despised who initiate hatred,
but those who despise. It is not those whose humanity is denied them who negate
humankind, but those who denied that humanity (thus negating their own as well). Force is
used not by those who have become weak under the preponderance of the strong, but by
the strong who have emasculated them.

For the oppressors, however, it is always the oppressed (whom they obviously never call
“the oppressed” but — depending on whether they are fellow countrymen or not — “those
people” or “the blind and envious masses” or “savages” or “natives” or “subversives”) who
are disaffected, who are “violent,” “barbaric,” “wicked,” or “ferocious” when they react to
the violence of the oppressors.
Yet it is — paradoxical though it may seem — precisely in the response of the oppressed
to the violence of their oppressors that a gesture of love may be found. Consciously or
unconsciously, the act of rebellion by the oppressed (an act which is always, or nearly
always, as violent as the initial violence of the oppressors) can initiate love. Whereas the
violence of the oppressors prevents the oppressed from being fully human, the response of
the latter to this violence is grounded in the desire to pursue the right to be human. As the
oppressors dehumanize others and violate their rights, they themselves also become
dehumanized. As the oppressed, fighting to be human, take away the oppressors’ power to
dominate and suppress, they restore to the oppressors the humanity they had lost in the
exercise of oppression.
It is only the oppressed who, by freeing themselves, can free their oppressors. The latter,
as an oppressive class, can free neither others nor themselves. It is therefore essential that
the oppressed wage the struggle to resolve the contradiction in which they are caught; and
the contradiction will be resolved by the appearance of the new man: neither oppressor nor
oppressed, but man in the process of liberation. If the goal of the oppressed is to become
fully human, they will not achieve their goal by merely reversing the terms of the
contradiction, by simply changing poles.
This may seem simplistic; it is not. Resolution of the oppressor-oppressed contradiction
indeed implies the disappearance of the oppressors as a dominant class. However, the
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restraints imposed by the former oppressed on their oppressors, so that the latter cannot
reassume their former position, do not constitute oppression. An act is oppressive only
when it prevents people from being more fully human. Accordingly, these necessary
restraints do not in themselves signify that yesterday’s oppressed have become today’s
oppressors. Acts which prevent the restoration of the oppressive regime cannot be
compared with those which create and maintain it, cannot be compared with those by which
a few men and women deny the majority the right to be human.
However, the moment the new regime hardens into a dominating “bureaucracy”[11] the
humanist dimension of the struggle is lost and it is no longer possible to speak of liberation.
Hence our insistence that the authentic solution of the oppressor-oppressed contradiction
does not lie in a mere reversal of position, in moving from one pole to the other. Nor does it
lie in the replacement of the former oppressors with new ones who continue to subjugate
the oppressed — all in the name of their liberation.
But even when the contradiction is resolved authentically by a new situation established
by the liberated laborers, the former oppressors do not feel liberated. On the contrary, they
genuinely consider themselves to be oppressed. Conditioned by the experience of
oppressing others, any situation other than their former seems to them like oppression.
Formerly, they could eat, dress, wear shoes, be educated, travel, and hear Beethoven; while
millions did not eat, had no clothes or shoes, neither studied nor traveled, much less listened
to Beethoven. Any restriction on this way of life, in the name of the rights of the
community, appears to the former oppressors as a profound violation of their individual
right — although they had no respect for the millions who suffered and died of hunger,
pain, sorrow, and despair. For the oppressors, “human beings” refers only to themselves;
other people are “things.” For the oppressors, there exists only one right: their right to live
in peace, over against the right, not always even recognized, but simply conceded, of the
oppressed to survival. And they make this concession only because the existence of the
oppressed is necessary to their own existence.
This behavior, this way of understanding the world and people (which necessarily makes
the oppressors resist the installation of a new regime) is explained by their experience as a
dominant class. Once a situation of violence and oppression has been established, it
engenders an entire way of life and behavior for those caught up in it — oppressors and
oppressed alike. Both are submerged in this situation, and both bear the marks of
oppression. Analysis of existential situations of oppression reveals that their inception lay
in an act of violence — initiated by those with power. This violence, as a process, is
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perpetuated from generation to generation of oppressors, who become its heirs and are
shaped in its climate. This climate creates in the oppressor a strongly possessive
consciousness — possessive of the world and of men and women. Apart from direct,
concrete, material possession of the world and of people, the oppressor consciousness
could not understand itself — could not even exist. Fromm said of this consciousness that,
without such possession, “it would lose contact with the world” The oppressor
consciousness tends to transform everything surrounding it into an object of its domination.
The earth, property, production, the creations of people, people themselves, time —
everything is reduced to the status of objects at its disposal.
In their unrestrained eagerness to possess, the oppressors develop the conviction that it is
possible for them to transform everything into objects of their purchasing power; hence
their strictly materialistic concept of existence. Money is the measure of all things, and
profit the primary goal. For the oppressors, what is worthwhile is to have more — always
more — even at the cost of the oppressed having less or having nothing. For them, to be is
to have and to be the class of the “haves.”
As beneficiaries of a situation of oppression, the oppressors cannot perceive that if
having is a condition of being, it is a necessary condition for all women and men. This is
why their generosity is false. Humanity is a “thing” and they possess it as an exclusive
right, as inherited property. To the oppressor consciousness, the humanization of the
“others,” of the people, appears not as the pursuit of full humanity; but as subversion.
The oppressors do not perceive their monopoly on having more as a privilege which
dehumanizes others and themselves. They cannot see that, in the egoistic pursuit of having
as a possessing class, they suffocate in their own possessions and no longer are; they
merely have. For them, having more is an inalienable right, a right they acquired through
their own “effort” with their “courage to take risks.” If others do not have more, it is
because they are incompetent and lazy; and worst of all is their unjustifiable ingratitude
towards the “generous gestures” of the dominant class. Precisely because they are
“ungrateful” and “envious,” the oppressed are regarded as potential enemies who must be
watched.
It could not he otherwise. If the humanization of the oppressed signifies subversion, so
also does their freedom; hence the necessity for constant control. And the more the
oppressors control the oppressed, the more they change them into apparently inanimate
“things.” This tendency of the oppressor consciousness to “in-animate” everything and
everyone it encounters, in its eagerness to possess, unquestionably corresponds with a
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tendency to sadism.
The pleasure in complete domination over another person (or other animate creature) is
the very essence of the sadistic drive. Another way of formulating the same thought is to
say that the aim of sadism is to transform a man into a thing, something animate into
something inanimate, since by complete and absolute control the living loses one essential
quality of life — freedom.[12]
Sadistic love is a perverted love — a love of death, not of life. One of the characteristics
of the oppressor consciousness and its necrophilic view of the world is thus sadism. As the
oppressor consciousness, in order to dominate, tries to deter the drive to search, the
restlessness, and the creative power which characterize life, it kills life. More and more, the
oppressors are using science and technology as unquestionably powerful instruments for
their purpose: the maintenance of the oppressive order through manipulation and
repression.[13]The oppressed, as objects, as “things,” have no purposes except those their
oppressors prescribe for them.
Given the preceding context, another issue of indubitable importance arises: the fact that
certain members of the oppressor class join the oppressed in their struggle for liberation,
thus moving from one pole of the contradiction to the other. Theirs is a fundamental role,
and has been so throughout the history of this struggle. It happens, however, that as they
cease to be exploiters or indifferent spectators or simply the heirs of exploitation and move
to the side of the exploited, they almost always bring with them the marks of their origin:
their prejudices and their deformations, which include a lack of confidence in the people’s
ability to think, to want, and to know. Accordingly these adherents to the people’s cause
constantly run the risk of falling into a type of generosity as malefic as that of the
oppressors. The generosity of the oppressors is nourished by an unjust order, which must
be maintained in order to justify that generosity. Our converts, on the other hand, truly
desire to transform the unjust order; but because of their background they believe that they
must be the executors of the transformation. They talk about the people, but they do not
trust them; and trusting the people is the indispensable precondition for revolutionary
change. A real humanist can be identified more by his trust in the people, which engages
him in their struggle, than by a thousand actions in their favor without that trust.
Those who authentically commit themselves to the people must re-examine themselves
constantly. This conversion is so radical as not to allow of ambiguous behavior. To affirm
this commitment but to consider oneself the proprietor of revolutionary wisdom — which
must then be given to (or imposed on) the people — is to retain the old ways. The man or
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woman who proclaims devotion to the cause of liberation yet is unable to enter into
communion with the people, whom he or she continues to regard as totally ignorant, is
grievously self-deceived. The convert who approaches the people but feels alarm at each
step they take, each doubt they express, and each suggestion they offer; and attempts to
impose his “status”, remains nostalgic towards his origins.
Conversion to the people requires a profound rebirth. Those who undergo it must take on
a new form of existence; they can no longer remain as they were. Only through
comradeship with the oppressed can the converts understand their characteristic ways of
living and behaving, which in diverse moments reflect the structure of domination. One of
these characteristics is the previously mentioned existential duality of the oppressed, who
are at the same time themselves and the oppressor whose image they have internalized.
Accordingly, until they concretely “discover” their oppressor and in turn their own
consciousness, they nearly always express fatalistic attitudes towards their situation.
The peasant begins to get courage to overcome his dependence when he realizes that he is
dependent. Until then, he goes along with the boss and says “what can I do? I’m only a
peasant.”[14]
When superficially analyzed, this fatalism is sometimes interpreted as a docility that is a
trait of national character. Fatalism in the guise of docility is the fruit of an historical and
sociological situation, not an essential characteristic of a people’s behavior. It almost always
is related to the power of destiny or fate or fortune — inevitable forces — or to a distorted
view of God. Under the sway of magic and myth, the oppressed (especially the peasants,
who are almost submerged in nature)[15]see their suffering, the fruit of exploitation, as the
will of God, as if God were the creator of this “organized disorder.”
Submerged in reality, the oppressed cannot perceive clearly the “order” which serves the
interests of the oppressors whose image they have internalized. Chafing under the
restrictions of this order, they often manifest a type of horizontal violence, striking out at
their own comrades for the pettiest reasons.
The colonized man will first manifest this aggressiveness which has been deposited in
his bones against his own people. This is the period when the niggers beat each other up,
and the police and magistrates do not know which way to turn when faced with the
astonishing waves of crime in North Africa. ... While the settler or the policeman has the
right the livelong day to strike the native, to insult him and to make him crawl to them, you
will see the native reaching for his knife at the slightest hostile or aggressive glance cast on
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him by another native; for the last resort of the native is to defend his personality vis-a-vis
his brother. [16]
It is possible that in this behavior they are once more manifesting their duality. Because
the oppressor exists within their oppressed comrades, when they attack those comrades
they are indirectly attacking the oppressor as well.
On the other hand, at a certain point in their existential experience the oppressed feel an
irresistible attraction towards the oppressors and their way of life. Sharing this way of life
becomes an overpowering aspiration. In their alienation, the oppressed want at any cost to
resemble the oppressors, to imitate them, to follow them. This phenomenon is especially
prevalent in the middle-class oppressed, who yearn to be equal to the “eminent” men and
women of the upper class. Albert Memmi, in an exceptional analysis of the “colonized
mentality,” refers to the contempt he felt towards the colonizer, mixed with “passionate”
attraction towards him.
How could the colonizer look after his workers while periodically gunning down a crowd of
colonized? How could the colonized deny himself so cruelly yet make such excessive
demands? How could he hate the colonizers and yet admire them so passionately? (I too felt
this admiration in spite of myself.)[17]

Self-depreciation is another characteristic of the oppressed, which derives from their
internalization of the opinion the oppressors hold of them. So often do they hear that they
are good for nothing, know nothing and are incapable of learning anything — that they are
sick, lazy, and unproductive — that in the end they become convinced of their own
unfitness.
The peasant feels inferior to the boss because the boss seems to be the only one who
knows things and is able to run things. [18]
They call themselves ignorant and say the “professor” is the one who has knowledge
and to whom they should listen. The criteria of knowledge imposed upon them are the
conventional ones. “Why don’t you,” said a peasant participating in a culture
circle,[19]"explain the pictures first? That way it’ll take less time and won’t give us a
headache.”
Almost never do they realize that they, too, “know things” they have learned in their
relations with the world and with other women and men. Given the circumstances which
have produced their duality, it is only natural that they distrust themselves.
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Not infrequently, peasants in educational projects begin to discuss a generative theme in a
lively manner, then stop suddenly and say to the educator: “Excuse us, we ought to keep
quiet and let you talk. You are the one who knows, we don’t know anything.” They often
insist that there is no difference between them and the animals; when they do admit a
difference, it favors the animals. “They are freer than we are.”
It is striking, however, to observe how this self-depreciation changes with the first
changes in the situation of oppression. I heard a peasant leader say in an asentamiento[20]
meeting, “They used to say we were unproductive because we were lazy and drunkards. All
lies. Now that we are respected as men, we’re going to show everyone that we were never
drunkards or lazy. We were exploited!”
As long as their ambiguity persists, the oppressed are reluctant to resist, and totally lack
confidence in themselves. They have a diffuse, magical belief in the invulnerability and
power of the oppressor.[21]The magical force of the landowner’s power holds particular
sway in the rural areas. A sociologist friend of mine tells of a group of armed peasants in a
Latin American country who recently took over a latifundium. For tactical reasons, they
planned to hold the landowner as a hostage. But not one peasant had the courage to guard
him; his very presence was terrifying. It is also possible that the act of opposing the boss
provoked guilt feelings. In truth, the boss was “inside” them.
The oppressed must see examples of the vulnerability of the oppressor so that a contrary
conviction can begin to grow within them. Until this occurs they will continue disheartened,
fearful, and beaten.[22] As long as the oppressed remain unaware of the causes of their
condition, they fatalistically “accept” their exploitation. Further, they are apt to react in a
passive and alienated manner when confronted with the necessity to struggle for their
freedom and self-affirmation. Little by little, however, they tend to try out forms of
rebellious action. In working towards liberation, one must neither lose sight of this
passivity nor overlook the moment of awakening.
Within their unauthentic view of the world and of themselves, the oppressed feel like
“things” owned by the oppressor. For the latter; to be is to have, almost always at the
expense of those who have nothing. For the oppressed, at a certain point in their existential
experience, to be is not to resemble the oppressor, but to be under him, to depend on
him. Accordingly, the oppressed are emotionally dependent.
The peasant is a dependent. He can’t say what he wants. Before he discovers his
dependence, he suffers. He lets off steam at home, where he shouts at his children, beats
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them, and despairs. He complains about his wife and thinks everything is dreadful. He
doesn’t let off steam with the boss because he thinks the boss is a superior being. Lots of
times, the peasant gives vent to his sorrows by drinking.[23]
This total emotional dependence can lead the oppressed to what Fromm calls necrophilic
behavior: the destruction of life — their own or that of their oppressed fellows.
It is only when the oppressed find the oppressor out and become involved in the
organized struggle for their liberation that they begin to believe in themselves. This
discovery cannot be purely intellectual but must involve action; nor can it be limited to mere
activism, but must include serious reflection: only then will it be a praxis.
Critical and liberating dialogue, which presupposes action, must be carried on with the
oppressed at whatever the stage of their struggle for liberation.[24]The content of that
dialogue can and should vary in accordance with historical conditions and the level at which
the oppressed perceive reality. But to substitute monologue, slogans, and communiques for
dialogue is to attempt to liberate the oppressed with the instruments of domestication.
Attempting to liberate the oppressed without their reflective participation in the act of
liberation is to treat them as objects which must be saved from a burning building; it is to
lead them into the populist pitfall and transform them into masses which can be
manipulated.
At all stages of their liberation, the oppressed must see themselves as women and men
engaged in the ontological and historical vocation of becoming more fully human.
Reflection and action become imperative when one does not erroneously attempt to
dichotomize the content of humanity from its historical forms.
The insistence that the oppressed engage in reflection on their concrete situation is not a
call to armchair revolution. On the contrary reflection — true reflection — leads to action.
On the other hand, when the situation calls for action, that action will constitute an authentic
praxis only if its consequences become the object of critical reflection. In this sense, the
praxis is the new raison d’être of the oppressed; and the revolution, which inaugurates the
historical moment of this raison d’être, is not viable apart from their concomitant
conscious involvement. Otherwise, action is pure activism.
To achieve this praxis, however; it is necessary to trust in the oppressed and in their
ability to reason. Whoever lacks this trust will fail to initiate (or will abandon) dialogue,
reflection, and communication, and will fall into using slogans, communiques, monologues,
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and instructions. Superficial conversions to the cause of liberation carry this danger.
Political action on the side of the oppressed must be pedagogical action in the authentic
sense of the word, and, therefore, action with the oppressed. Those who work for
liberation must not take advantage of the emotional dependence of the oppressed —
dependence that is the fruit of the concrete situation of domination which surrounds them
and which engendered their unauthentic view of the world. Using their dependence to create
still greater dependence is an oppressor tactic.
Libertarian action must recognize this dependence as a weak point and must attempt
through reflection and action to transform it into independence. However, not even the
best-intentioned leadership can bestow independence as a gift. The liberation of the
oppressed is a liberation of women and men, not things. Accordingly while no one liberates
himself by his own efforts alone, neither is he liberated by others. Liberation, a human
phenomenon, cannot be achieved by semihumans. Any attempt to treat people as
semihumans only dehumanizes them. When people are already dehumanized, due to the
oppression they suffer; the process of their liberation must not employ the methods of
dehumanization.
The correct method for a revolutionary leadership to employ in the task of liberation is,
therefore, not “libertarian propaganda.” Nor can the leadership merely “implant” in the
oppressed a belief in freedom, thus thinking to win their trust. The correct method lies in
dialogue. The conviction of the oppressed that they must fight for their liberation is not a
gift bestowed by the revolutionary leadership, but the result of their own conscientizacao.
The revolutionary leaders must realize that their own conviction of the necessity for
struggle (an indispensable dimension of revolutionary wisdom) was not given to them by
anyone else — if it is authentic. This conviction cannot be packaged and sold; it is reached,
rather, by means of a totality of reflection and action. Only the leaders’ own involvement in
reality; within an historical situation, led them to criticize this situation and to wish to
change it.
Likewise, the oppressed (who do not commit themselves to the struggle unless they are
convinced, and who, if they do not make such a commitment, withhold the indispensable
conditions for this struggle) must reach this conviction as Subjects, not as objects. They
also must intervene critically in the situation which surrounds them and whose mark they
bear; propaganda cannot achieve this. While the conviction of the necessity for struggle
(without which the struggle is unfeasible) is indispensable to the revolutionary leadership
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(indeed, it was this conviction which constituted that leadership), it is also necessary for the
oppressed. It is necessary; that is, unless one intends to carry out the transformation for the
oppressed rather than with them. It is my belief that only the latter form of transformation is
valid.[25]
The object in presenting these considerations is to defend the eminently pedagogical
character of the revolution. The revolutionary leaders of every epoch who have affirmed
that the oppressed must accept the struggle for their liberation — an obvious point — have
also thereby implicitly recognized the pedagogical aspect of this struggle. Many of these
leaders, however (perhaps due to natural and understandable biases against pedagogy),
have ended up using the “educational” methods employed by the oppressor. They deny
pedagogical action in the liberation process, but they use propaganda to convince.
It is essential for the oppressed to realize that when they accept the struggle for
humanization they also accept, from that moment, their total responsibility for the struggle.
They must realize that they are fighting not merely for freedom from hunger, but for
... freedom to create and to construct, to wonder and to venture. Such freedom requires that
the individual be active and responsible, not a slave or a well-fed cog in the machine. ... It is
not enough that men are not slaves; if social conditions further the existence of automatons,
the result will not be love of life, but love of death.[26]

The oppressed, who have been shaped by the death-affirming climate of oppression,
must find through their struggle the way to life-affirming humanization, which does not lie
simply in having more to eat (although it does involve having more to eat and cannot fail to
include this aspect). The oppressed have been destroyed precisely because their situation
has reduced them to things. In order to regain their humanity they must cease to be things
and fight as men and women. This is a radical requirement. They cannot enter the struggle
as objects in order later to become human beings.
The struggle begins with men’s recognition that they have been destroyed. Propaganda,
management, manipulation — all arms of domination — cannot be the instruments of their
rehumanization. The only effective instrument is a humanizing pedagogy in which the
revolutionary leadership establishes a permanent relationship of dialogue with the
oppressed. In a humanizing pedagogy the method ceases to be an instrument by which the
teachers (in this instance, the revolutionary leadership) can manipulate the students (in this
instance, the oppressed), because it expresses the consciousness of the students themselves.
The method is, in fact, the external form of consciousness manifest in acts, which takes

19 of 22

4/11/08 6:03 PM

Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed

http://www.marxists.org/subject/education/freire/pedagogy/ch01.htm

on the fundamental property of consciousness — its intentionality. The essence of
consciousness is being with the world, and this behavior is permanent and unavoidable.
Accordingly consciousness is in essence a ‘way towards’ something apart from itself
outside itself, which surrounds it and which it apprehends by means of its ideational
capacity. Consciousness is thus by definition a method, in the most general sense of the
word.[27]
A revolutionary leadership must accordingly practice co-intentional education. Teachers
and students (leadership and people), co-intent on reality, are both Subjects, not only in the
task of unveiling that reality and thereby coming to know it critically, but in the task of
re-creating that knowledge. As they attain this knowledge of reality through common
reflection and action, they discover themselves as its permanent re-creators. In this way, the
presence of the oppressed in the struggle for their liberation will be what it should be: not
pseudo-participation, but committed involvement.

Chapter 2

Footnotes
1. The current movements of rebellion, especially those of youth, while they
necessarily reflect the peculiarities of their respective settings, manifest in their essence
this preoccupation with people as beings in the world and with the world —
preoccupation with what and how they are “being”. As they place consumer
civilization in judgment, denounce bureaucracies of all types, demand the
transformation of the universities (changing the rigid nature of the teacher-student
relationship and placing that relationship within the context of reality), propose the
transformation of reality itself so that universities can be renewed, attack old orders and
established institutions in the attempt to affirm human beings as the Subjects of
decision, all these movements reflect the style of ours which is more anthropological
than anthropocentric.
2. As used throughout this book, the term “contradiction” denotes the dialectical
conflict between opposing social forces. — Translator’s note.
3. This fear of freedom is also to be found in the oppressors, though obviously in a
different form. The oppressed are afraid to embrace freedom; the oppressors are afraid
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of losing the “freedom” to oppress.
4. See Hegel, op. cit., pp. 236-237.
5. Analyzing the dialectical relationship between the consciousness of the master and
the consciousness of the oppressed, Hegel states: “The one is independent, and its
essential nature is to be for itself; the other is dependent, and its essence is life or
existence for another. The former is the Master, or Lord, the latter the Bondsman” Ibid.,
p. 234.
6. “Liberating action necessarily involves a moment of perception and volition. This
action both precedes and follows that moment, to which it first acts as a prologue and
which it subsequently serves to effect and continue within history. The action of
domination, however, does not necessarily imply this dimension; for the structure of
domination is maintained by its own mechanical and unconscious functionality.” From
an unpublished work by Jose Luiz Fiori, who has kindly granted permission to quote
him.
7. Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, La Sagrada Familia y otros Escritos (Mexico,
1962), p. 6. Emphasis added.
8. Georg Lukacs, Lenine (Paris, 1965), p. 62.
9. “The materialist doctrine that men are products of circumstances and upbringing, and
that, therefore, changed men are products of other circumstances and changed
upbringing, forgets that it is men that change circumstances and that the educator
himself needs educating.["]Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, Selected Works (New
York, 1968), p. 28.
10. This appears to be the fundamental aspect of Mao’s Cultural Revolution.
11. This rigidity should not be identified with the restraints that must be imposed on
the former oppressors so they cannot restore the oppressive order. Rather, it refers to
the revolution which becomes stagnant and turns against the people, using the old
repressive, bureaucratic state apparatus (which should have been drastically
suppressed, as Marx so often emphasized).
12. Erich Fromm, The Heart of Man (New York, 1966), p. 32.
13. Regarding the “dominant forms of social control,” see Herbert Marcuse,
One-Dimensional Man (Boston, 1964) and Eros and Civilisation (Boston, 1955).
14. Words of a peasant during an interview with the author.
15. See Candido Mendes, Memento do vivos — A Esquerda catolica no Brasil
(Rio 1966).
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16. Frantz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth (New York, 1968), p.52.
17. The Colonizer and the Colonized (Boston, 1967), p. x.
18. Words of a peasant during an interview with the author.
19. See chapter 3, p. 113 ff. — Translator’s note.
20. Asentamiento refers to a production unit of the Chilean agrarian reform
experiment. — Translator’s note.
21. “The peasant has an almost instinctive fear of the host” Interview with a peasant.
22. See Regis Debray Revolution in the Revolution? (New York 1967).
23. Interview with a peasant.
24. Not in the open, of course; that would only provoke the fury of the oppressor and
lead to still greater repression.
25. These points will be discussed at length in chapter 4.
26. Fromm, op. cit., pp. 52-53.
27. Alvaro Vieira Pinto, from a work in preparation on the philosophy of science. I
consider the quoted portion of great importance for the understanding of a
problem-posing pedagogy (to be presented in chapter 2), and wish to thank Professor
Vieira Pinto for permission to cite his work prior to publication.
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Chapter 2
A careful analysis of the teacher-student relationship at any level inside or outside the
school, reveals its fundamentally narrative character This relationship involves a narrating
Subject (the teacher) and patient, listening objects (the students). The contents, whether
values or empirical dimensions of reality, tend in the process of being narrated to become
lifeless and petrified. Education is suffering from narration sickness.
The teacher talks about reality as if it were motionless, static, compartmentalized, and
predictable. Or else he expounds on a topic completely alien to the existential experience of
the students. His task is to “fill” the students with the contents of his narration — contents
which are detached from reality, disconnected from the totality that engendered them and
could give them significance. Words are emptied of their concreteness and become a
hollow, alienated, and alienating verbosity.
The outstanding characteristic of this narrative education, then, is the sonority of words,
not their transforming power. “Four times four is sixteen; the capital of Para is Belem.” The
student records, memorizes, and repeats these phrases without perceiving what four times
four really means, or realizing the true significance of “capital” in the affirmation “the capital
of Para is Belem,” that is, what Belem means for Para and what Para means for Brazil.
Narration (with the teacher as narrator) leads the students to memorize mechanically the
narrated content. Worse yet, it turns them into “containers,” into “receptacles” to be “filled”
by the teacher. The more completely she fills the receptacles, the better a teacher she is. The
more meekly the receptacles permit themselves to be filled, the better students they are.
Education thus becomes an act of depositing, in which the students are the depositories
and the teacher is the depositor. Instead of communicating, the teacher issues communiques
and makes deposits which the students patiently receive, memorize, and repeat. This is the
“banking” concept of education, in which the scope of action allowed to the students
extends only as far as receiving, filing, and storing the deposits. They do, it is true, have the
opportunity to become collectors or cataloguers of the things they store. But in the last
analysis, it is the people themselves who are filed away through the lack of creativity,
transformation, and knowledge in this (at best) misguided system. For apart from inquiry
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apart from the praxis, individuals cannot be truly human. Knowledge emerges only through
invention and re-invention, through the restless, impatient, continuing, hopeful inquiry,
human beings pursue in the world, with the world, and with each other.
In the banking concept of education, knowledge is a gift bestowed by those who
consider themselves knowledgeable upon those whom they consider to know nothing.
Projecting an absolute ignorance onto others, a characteristic of the ideology of oppression,
negates education and knowledge as processes of inquiry. The teacher presents himself to
his students as their necessary opposite; by considering their ignorance absolute, he justifies
his own existence. The students, alienated like the slave in the Hegelian dialectic, accept
their ignorance as justifying the teacher’s existence — but, unlike the slave, they never
discover that they educate the teacher.
The raison d'etre of libertarian education, on the other hand, lies in its drive towards
reconciliation. Education must begin with the solution of the teacher-student contradiction,
by reconciling the poles of the contradiction so that both are simultaneously teachers and
students.
This solution is not (nor can it be) found in the banking concept. On the contrary,
banking education maintains and even stimulates the contradiction through the following
attitudes and practices, which mirror oppressive society as a whole:
(a) the teacher teaches and the students are taught;
(b) the teacher knows everything and the students know nothing;
(c) the teacher thinks and the students are thought about;
(d) the teacher talks and the students listen — meekly;
(e) the teacher disciplines and the students are disciplined;
(f) the teacher chooses and enforces his choice, and the students comply;
(g) the teacher acts and the students have the illusion of acting through the
action of the teacher;
(h) the teacher chooses the program content, and the students (who were not
consulted) adapt to it;
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(i) the teacher confuses the authority of knowledge with his or her own
professional authority, which she and he sets in opposition to the freedom of
the students;
(j) the teacher is the Subject of the learning process, while the pupils are mere
objects.
It is not surprising that the banking concept of education regards men as adaptable,
manageable beings. The more students work at storing the deposits entrusted to them, the
less they develop the critical consciousness which would result from their intervention in
the world as transformers of that world. The more completely they accept the passive role
imposed on them, the more they tend simply to adapt to the world as it is and to the
fragmented view of reality deposited in them.
The capability of banking education to minimize or annul the students’ creative power
and to stimulate their credulity serves the interests of the oppressors, who care neither to
have the world revealed nor to see it transformed. The oppressors use their
“humanitarianism” to preserve a profitable situation. Thus they react almost instinctively
against any experiment in education which stimulates the critical faculties and is not content
with a partial view of reality but always seeks out the ties which link one point to another
and one problem to another.
Indeed, the interests of the oppressors lie in “changing the consciousness of the
oppressed, not the situation which oppresses them”;[1] for the more the oppressed can be
led to adapt to that situation, the more easily they can be dominated. To achieve this end, the
oppressors use the banking concept of education in conjunction with a paternalistic social
action apparatus, within which the oppressed receive the euphemistic title of “welfare
recipients.” They are treated as individual cases, as marginal persons who deviate from the
general configuration of a “good, organized, and just” society. The oppressed are regarded
as the pathology of the healthy society, which must therefore adjust these “incompetent and
lazy” folk to its own patterns by changing their mentality. These marginals need to be
“integrated,” “incorporated” into the healthy society that they have “forsaken.”
The truth is, however, that the oppressed are not “marginals,” are not people living
“outside” society. They have always been “inside” — inside the structure which made them
“beings for others.” The solution is not to “integrate” them into the structure of oppression,
but to transform that structure so that they can become “beings for themselves.” Such
transformation, of course, would undermine the oppressors’ purposes; hence their
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utilization of the banking concept of education to avoid the threat of student
conscientizacao.
The banking approach to adult education, for example, will never propose to students that
they critically consider reality. It will deal instead with such vital questions as whether
Roger gave green grass to the goat, and insist upon the importance of learning that on the
contrary, Roger gave green grass to the rabbit. The “humanism” of the banking approach
masks the effort to turn women and men into automatons — the very negation of their
ontological vocation to be more fully human.
Those who use the banking approach, knowingly or unknowingly (for there are
innumerable well-intentioned bank-clerk teachers who do not realize that they are serving
only to dehumanize), fail to perceive that the deposits themselves contain contradictions
about reality. But, sooner or later, these contradictions may lead formerly passive students
to turn against their domestication and the attempt to domesticate reality. They may discover
through existential experience that their present way of life is irreconcilable with their
vocation to become fully human. They may perceive through their relations with reality that
reality is really a process, undergoing constant transformation. If men and women are
searchers and their ontological vocation is humanization, sooner or later they may perceive
the contradiction in which banking education seeks to maintain them, and then engage
themselves in the struggle for their liberation.
But the humanist, revolutionary educator cannot wait for this possibility to materialize.
From the outset, her efforts must coincide with those of the students to engage in critical
thinking and the quest for mutual humanization. His efforts must be imbued with a
profound trust in people and their creative power. To achieve this, they must be partners of
the students in their relations with them.
The banking concept does not admit to such partnership — and necessarily so. To
resolve the teacher-student contradiction, to exchange the role of depositor, prescriber,
domesticator, for the role of student among students would be to undermine the power of
oppression and serve the cause of liberation.
Implicit in the banking concept is the assumption of a dichotomy between human beings
and the world: a person is merely in the world, not with the world or with others; the
individual is spectator, not re-creator. In this view, the person is not a conscious being
(corpo consciente); he or she is rather the possessor of a consciousness: an empty “mind”
passively open to the reception of deposits of reality from the world outside. For example,
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my desk, my books, my coffee cup, all the objects before me — as bits of the world which
surround me — would be “inside” me, exactly as I am inside my study right now. This
view makes no distinction between being accessible to consciousness and entering
consciousness. The distinction, however, is essential: the objects which surround me are
simply accessible to my consciousness, not located within it. I am aware of them, but they
are not inside me.
It follows logically from the banking notion of consciousness that the educator’s role is
to regulate the way the world “enters into” the students. The teacher’s task is to organize a
process which already occurs spontaneously to “fill” the students by making deposits of
information which he or she considers to constitute true knowledge.[2] And since people
“receive” the world as passive entities, education should make them more passive still, and
adapt them to the world. The educated individual is the adapted person, because she or he is
a better “fit” for the world. Translated into practice, this concept is well suited to the
purposes of the oppressors, whose tranquility rests on how well people fit the world the
oppressors have created, and how little they question it.
The more completely the majority adapt to the purposes which the dominant minority
prescribe for them (thereby depriving them of the right to their own purposes), the more
easily the minority can continue to prescribe. The theory and practice of banking education
serve this end quite efficiently. Verbalistic lessons, reading requirements,[3] the methods for
evaluating knowledge, the distance between the teacher and the taught, the criteria for
promotion: everything in this ready-to-wear approach serves to obviate thinking.
The bank-clerk educator does not realize that there is no true security in his hypertrophied
role, that one must seek to live with others in solidarity. One cannot impose oneself, nor
even merely co-exist with one’s students. Solidarity requires true communication, and the
concept by which such an educator is guided fears and proscribes communication.
Yet only through communication can human life hold meaning. The teacher’s thinking is
authenticated only by the authenticity of the students’ thinking. The teacher cannot think for
her students, nor can she impose her thought on them. Authentic thinking, thinking that is
concerned about reality, does not take place in ivory tower isolation, but only in
communication. If it is true that thought has meaning only when generated by action upon
the world, the subordination of students to teachers becomes impossible.
Because banking education begins with a false understanding of men and women as
objects, it cannot promote the development of what Fromm calls “biophily,” but instead
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produces its opposite: “necrophily.”
While life is characterized by growth in a structured, functional manner, the necrophilous
person loves all that does not grow, all that is mechanical. The necrophilous person is driven
by the desire to transform the organic into the inorganic, to approach life mechanically, as if
all living persons were things. ... Memory, rather than experience; having, rather than being,
is what counts. The necrophilous person can relate to an object — a flower or a person —
only if he possesses it; hence a threat to his possession is a threat to himself; if he loses
possession he loses contact with the world. ... He loves control, and in the act of controlling
he kills life.[4]

Oppression — overwhelming control — is necrophilic; it is nourished by love of death,
not life. The banking concept of education, which serves the interests of oppression, is also
necrophilic. Based on a mechanistic, static, naturalistic, spatialized view of consciousness, it
transforms students into receiving objects. It attempts to control thinking and action, leads
women and men to adjust to the world, and inhibits their creative power.
When their efforts to act responsibly are frustrated, when they find themselves unable to
use their faculties, people suffer. “This suffering due to impotence is rooted in the very fact
that the human equilibrium has been disturbed”[5] But the inability to act which causes
people’s anguish also causes them to reject their impotence, by attempting
... to restore [their] capacity to act. But can [they], and how? One way is to submit to and
identify with a person or group having power By this symbolic participation in another
person’s life, [men have] the illusion of acting, when in reality [they] only submit to and
become a part of those who act.[6]

Populist manifestations perhaps best exemplify this type of behavior by the oppressed,
who, by identifying with charismatic leaders, come to feel that they themselves are active
and effective. The rebellion they express as they emerge in the historical process is
motivated by that desire to act effectively. The dominant elites consider the remedy to be
more domination and repression, carried out in the name of freedom, order, and social peace
(that is, the peace of the elites). Thus they can condemn — logically from their point of
view — “the violence of a strike by workers and [can] call upon the state in the same breath
to use violence in putting down the strike.”[7]
Education as the exercise of domination stimulates the credulity of students, with the
ideological intent (often not perceived by educators) of indoctrinating them to adapt to the
world of oppression. This accusation is not made in the naive hope that the dominant elites
will thereby simply abandon the practice. Its objective is to call the attention of true
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humanists to the fact that they cannot use banking educational methods in the pursuit of
liberation, for they would only negate that very pursuit. Nor may a revolutionary society
inherit these methods from an oppressor society. The revolutionary society which practices
banking education is either misguided or mistrusting of people. In either event it is
threatened by the specter of reaction.
Unfortunately, those who espouse the cause of liberation are themselves surrounded and
influenced by the climate which generates the banking concept, and often do not perceive its
true significance or its dehumanizing power. Paradoxically, then, they utilize this same
instrument of alienation in what they consider an effort to liberate. Indeed, some
“revolutionaries” brand as “innocents,” “dreamers,” or even “reactionaries” those who
would challenge this educational practice. But one does not liberate people by alienating
them. Authentic liberation — the process of humanization — is not another deposit to be
made in men. Liberation is a praxis: the action and reflection of men and women upon their
world in order to transform it. Those truly committed to the cause of liberation can accept
neither the mechanistic concept of consciousness as an empty vessel to be filled, nor the use
of banking methods of domination (propaganda, slogans — deposits) in the name of
liberation.
Those truly committed to liberation must reject the banking concept in its entirety,
adopting instead a concept of women and men as conscious beings, and consciousness as
consciousness intent upon the world. They must abandon the educational goal of
deposit-making and replace it with the posing of the problems of human beings in their
relations with the world. “Problem-posing” education, responding to the essence of
consciousness — intentionality — rejects communiques and embodies communication. It
epitomizes the special characteristic of consciousness: being conscious of not only as intent
on objects but as turned in upon itself in a Jasperian “split” — consciousness as
consciousness of consciousness.
Liberating education consists in acts of cognition, not transferrals of information. It is a
learning situation in which the cognizable object (far from being the end of the cognitive
act) intermediates the cognitive actors — teacher on the one hand and students on the other.
Accordingly the practice of problem-posing education entails at the outset that the
teacher-student contradiction be resolved. Dialogical relations — indispensable to the
capacity of cognitive actors to cooperate in perceiving the same cognizable object — are
otherwise impossible.
Indeed, problem-posing education, which breaks with the vertical patterns characteristic
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of banking education, can fulfil its function as the practice of freedom only if it can
overcome the above contradiction. Through dialogue, the teacher-of-the-students and the
students-of-the-teacher cease to exist and a new term emerges: teacher-student with
students-teachers. The teacher is no longer merely the-one-who-teaches, but one who is
himself taught in dialogue with the students, who in turn while being taught also teach.
They become jointly responsible for a process in which all grow. In this process, arguments
based on “authority” are no longer valid; in order to function, authority must be on the side
of freedom, not against it. Here, no one teaches another, nor is anyone self-taught. People
teach each other, mediated by the world, by the cognizable objects which in banking
education are “owned” by the teacher
The banking concept (with its tendency to dichotomize everything) distinguishes two
stages in the action of the educator. During the first he cognizes a cognizable object while
he prepares his lessons in his study or his laboratory; during the second, he expounds to his
students about that object. The students are not called upon to know, but to memorize the
contents narrated by the teacher. Nor do the students practice any act of cognition, since the
object towards which that act should be directed is the property of the teacher rather than a
medium evoking the critical reflection of both teacher and students. Hence in the name of
the “preservation of culture and knowledge” we have a system which achieves neither true
knowledge nor true culture.
The problem-posing method does not dichotomize the activity of the teacher-student: she
is not “cognitive” at one point and “narrative” at another. She is always “cognitive,”
whether preparing a project or engaging in dialogue with the students. He does not regard
cognizable objects as his private property but as the object of reflection by himself and the
students. In this way the problem-posing educator constantly re-forms his reflections in the
reflection of the students. The students — no longer docile listeners — are now critical
co-investigators in dialogue with the teacher. The teacher presents the material to the
students for their consideration, and re-considers her earlier considerations as the students
express their own. The role of the problem-posing educator is to create, together with the
students, the conditions under which knowledge at the level of the doxa is superseded by
true knowledge, at the level of the logos.
Whereas banking education anesthetizes and inhibits creative power, problem-posing
education involves a constant unveiling of reality. The former attempts to maintain the
submersion of consciousness; the latter strives for the emergence of consciousness and
critical intervention in reality.
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Students, as they are increasingly posed with problems relating to themselves in the
world and with the world, will feel increasingly challenged and obliged to respond to that
challenge. Because they apprehend the challenge as interrelated to other problems within a
total context, not as a theoretical question, the resulting comprehension tends to be
increasingly critical and thus constantly less alienated. Their response to the challenge
evokes new challenges, followed by new understandings; and gradually the students come
to regard themselves as committed.
Education as the practice of freedom — as opposed to education as the practice of
domination — denies that man is abstract, isolated, independent, and unattached to the
world; it also denies that the world exists as a reality apart from people. Authentic reflection
considers neither abstract man nor the world without people, but pea-pie in their relations
with the world. In these relations consciousness and world are simultaneous: consciousness
neither precedes the world nor follows it.
La conscience et le monde sont dormes d'un meme coup: exterieur par essence a la
conscience, le monde est, par essence relatif a elle.[8]

In one of our culture circles in Chile, the group was discussing (based on a
codification[9]) the anthropological concept of culture. In the midst of the discussion, a
peasant who by banking standards was completely ignorant said: “Now I see that without
man there is no world.” When the educator responded: “Let’s say, for the sake of argument,
that all the men on earth were to die, but that the earth itself remained, together with trees,
birds, animals, rivers, seas, the stars. ... wouldn’t all this be a world?” “Oh no,” the peasant
replied emphatically. “There would be no one to say: ‘This is a world’.”
The peasant wished to express the idea that there would be lacking the consciousness of
the world which necessarily implies the world of consciousness. I cannot exist without a
non-I. In turn, the not-I depends on that existence. The world which brings consciousness
into existence becomes the world of that consciousness. Hence, the previously cited
affirmation of Sartre: “La conscience et le mond sont dormes d'un meme coup.”
As women and men, simultaneously reflecting on themselves and on the world, increase
the scope of their perception, they begin to direct their observations towards previously
inconspicuous phenomena:
In perception properly so-called, as an explicit awareness [Gewahren], I am turned towards
the object, to the paper, for instance. I apprehend it as being this here and now. The
apprehension is a singling out, every object having a background in experience. Around and
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about the paper lie books, pencils, ink-well, and so forth, and these in a certain sense are
also “perceived”, perceptually there, in the “field of intuition”; but whilst I was turned
towards the paper there was no turning in their direction, nor any apprehending of them, not
even in a secondary sense. They appeared and yet were not singled out, were not posited on
their own account. Every perception of a thing has such a zone of background intuitions or
background awareness, if “intuiting” already includes the state of being turned towards, and
this also is a “conscious experience”, or more briefly a “consciousness of” all indeed that in
point of fact lies in the co-perceived objective background.[10]

That which had existed objectively but had not been perceived in its deeper implications
(if indeed it was perceived at all) begins to “stand out,” assuming the character of a problem
and therefore of challenge. Thus, men and women begin to single out elements from their
“background awareness” and to reflect upon them. These elements are now objects of their
consideration, and, as such, objects of their action and cognition.
In problem-posing education, people develop their power to perceive critically the way
they exist in the world with which and in which they find themselves; they come to see
the world not as a static reality but as a reality in process, in transformation. Although the
dialectical relations of women and men with the world exist independently of how these
relations are perceived (or whether or not they are perceived at all), it is also true that the
form of action they adopt is to a large extent a function of how they perceive themselves in
the world. Hence, the teacher-student and the students-teachers reflect simultaneously on
themselves and the world without dichotomizing this reflection from action, and thus
establish an authentic form of thought and action.
Once again, the two educational concepts and practices under analysis come into conflict.
Banking education (for obvious reasons) attempts, by mythicizing reality, to conceal certain
facts which explain the way human beings exist in the world; problem-posing education
sets itself the task of demythologizing. Banking education resists dialogue; problem-posing
education regards dialogue as indispensable to the act of cognition which unveils reality.
Banking education treats students as objects of assistance; problem-posing education makes
them critical thinkers. Banking education inhibits creativity and domesticates (although it
cannot completely destroy) the intentionality of consciousness by isolating consciousness
from the world, thereby denying people their ontological and historical vocation of
becoming more fully human. Problem-posing education bases itself on creativity and
stimulates true reflection and action upon reality, thereby responding to the vocation of
persons as beings who are authentic only when engaged in inquiry and creative
transformation. In sum: banking theory and practice, as immobilizing and fixating forces,
fail to acknowledge men and women as historical beings; problem-posing theory and
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practice take the people’s historicity as their starting point.
Problem-posing education affirms men and women as beings in the process of becoming
— as unfinished, uncompleted beings in and with a likewise unfinished reality. Indeed, in
contrast to other animals who are unfinished, but not historical, people know themselves to
be unfinished; they are aware of their incompletion. In this incompletion and this awareness
lie the very roots of education as an exclusively human manifestation. The unfinished
character of human beings and the transformational character of reality necessitate that
education be an ongoing activity.
Education is thus constantly remade in the praxis. In order to be, it must become. Its
“duration” (in the Bergsonian meaning of the word) is found in the interplay of the
opposites permanence and change. The banking method emphasizes permanence and
becomes reactionary; problem-posing education — which accepts neither a “well-behaved”
present nor a predetermined fixture — roots itself in the dynamic present and becomes
revolutionary.
Problem-posing education is revolutionary futurity. Hence it is prophetic (and, as such,
hopeful). Hence, it corresponds to the historical nature of humankind. Hence, it affirms
women and men as beings who transcend themselves, who move forward and look ahead,
for whom immobility represents a fatal threat, for whom looking at the past must only be a
means of understanding more clearly what and who they are so that they can more wisely
build the fixture. Hence, it identifies with the movement which engages people as beings
aware of their incompletion — an historical movement which has its point of departure, its
Subjects and its objective.
The point of departure of the movement lies in the people themselves. But since people
do not exist apart from the world, apart from reality the movement must begin with the
human-world relationship. Accordingly, the point of departure must always be with men
and women in the “here and now,” which constitutes the situation within which they are
submerged, from which they emerge, and in which they intervene. Only by starting from
this situation — which determines their perception of it — can they begin to move. To do
this authentically they must perceive their state not as fated and unalterable, but merely as
limiting — and therefore challenging.
Whereas the banking method directly or indirectly reinforces men’s fatalistic perception
of their situation, the problem-posing method presents this very situation to them as a
problem. As the situation becomes the object of their cognition, the naive or magical
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perception which produced their fatalism gives way to perception which is able to perceive
itself even as it perceives reality, and can thus be critically objective about that reality.
A deepened consciousness of their situation leads people to apprehend that situation as
an historical reality susceptible of transformation. Resignation gives way to the drive for
transformation and inquiry, over which men feel themselves to be in control, if people, as
historical beings necessarily engaged with other people in a movement of inquiry, did not
control that movement, it would be (and is) a violation of their humanity. Any situation in
which some individuals prevent others from engaging in the process of inquiry is one of
violence. The means used are not important; to alienate human beings from their own
decision-making is to change them into objects.
This movement of inquiry must be directed towards humanization — the people’s
historical vocation. The pursuit of full humanity however, cannot be carried out in isolation
or individualism, but only in fellowship and solidarity; therefore it cannot unfold in the
antagonistic relations between oppressors and oppressed. No one can be authentically
human while he prevents others from being so. Attempting to be more human,
individualistically, leads to having more, egotistically a form of dehumanization. Not that it
is not fundamental to have in order to be human. Precisely because it is necessary, some
men’s having must not be allowed to constitute an obstacle to others having, must not
consolidate the power of the former to crush the latter.
Problem-posing education, as a humanist and liberating praxis, posits as fundamental that
the people subjected to domination must fight for their emancipation. To that end, it enables
teachers and students to become Subjects of the educational process by overcoming
authoritarianism and an alienating intellectualism; it also enables people to overcome their
false perception of reality. The world — no longer something to be described with
deceptive words — becomes the object of that transforming action by men and women
which results in their humanization.
Problem-posing education does not and cannot serve the interests of the oppressor. No
oppressive order could permit the oppressed to begin to question: Why? While only a
revolutionary society can carry out this education in systematic terms, the revolutionary
leaders need not take full power before they can employ the method. In the revolutionary
process, the leaders cannot utilize the banking method as an interim measure, justified on
grounds of expediency with the intention of later behaving in a genuinely revolutionary
fashion. They must be revolutionary — that is to say dialogical — from the outset.

12 of 13

4/11/08 6:04 PM

Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed

http://www.marxists.org/subject/education/freire/pedagogy/ch02.htm

Footnotes
1. Simone de Beauvoir; La Pensee de Droite, Aujord'hui (Paris); ST, El Pensamiento
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2. This concept corresponds to what Sartre calls the “digestive” or “nutritive” concept
of education, in which knowledge is fed” by the teacher to the students to “fill them
out.” See Jean-Paul Sartre, “Une idee fundamentale de la phenomenologie de Husserl:
L'intentionalite,” Situations 1 (Paris, 1947).
3. For example, some professors specify in their reading lists that a book should be
read from pages 10 to 15 — and do this to “help” their students!
4. Fromm, op. cit., p. 41.
5. ibid., p.31.
6. ibid.
7. Reinhold Niebuhr, Moral Man and Immoral Society (New York, 1960), p.130.
8. Sartre, op. cit., p. 32.
9. See chapter 3. — Translator’s note.
10. Edmund Husserl, Ideas -General Introduction to Pure Phenomenology (London,
1969), pp. 105 — 106.
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THE ASS BETWEEN TWO CHAIRS
A Communique to the Copenhagen Free University

"Become many, brave the outside world, split off somewhere else..."
– Michel Serres
Education systems are crumbling. Whatever country it is to which we do not belong, whatever state or nationality
we have been abstracted into, whatever desire it is that can never be granted... we can agree that education is
concerned with the reproduction of conformist subjectivities; it produces isolated beings rather than social
becomings, it produces conscientiousness rather than self-consciousness, political emancipation rather than
human emancipation.
As the factories dissapear, new factories open. Factories of facts, data and information. Factories that put the final
gloss on socially enforced ignorance with a machine-tool monitoring. Here people are made to want to be followerfactotums. Children – careerists; careerists – children. So, the enlightenment project has succeeded: sensual
apprehension has been driven out of mind by too much education. The general intellect has been copywritten.
Nowhere does the link between the state and a capital that presupposes it, show itself up more revealingly than in
education. We were never educated for a practice of life but, instead, were disembodied for a non-practice of work.
Split faculties. They never mentioned that learning could be a matter of a 'desire-to' or a 'desire-for'. No. They left it
so that we did not know what our desire could be until it was too late, until we desired the job and became
libidinally attached to it. Dependent on needs we know not wherefrom they came.
So, the educational qualification amounts to this: it is a form of value. We know that money makes equivalencies;
it reduces the differences between things to something that can be measured by the same form. The educational
qualification reciprocates by reducing human differences to the same standard of measurement: it awards our
aptitude to reproduce the already 'known'. Both forms of value operate by providing the 'practical illusion' of
difference: just as differences in price cover over the profit motive so too do adjudicated differences in ability cover
over a hierarchical structure that instills ambition.
Your certificate is a cheque. You're in the queue to realise its value. As with all queues there's time to reflect: what
they call 'knowledge' is really only a knowing how to conform without thinking about it; a downgrading of experience
to the point of your being made ashamed of the ellipses of intuition. What they call 'qualification' is really only your
being sanctioned to dispense with any desire to know; it's the freedom that comes with arrogance. So, education
creates perfect citizens: knowledge is not practiced but possessed, it becomes private property and is attracted to
those states and corporations that know how to accumulate masses of the same thing, that offer their interest.
As an 'associate-researcher' of the Copenhagen Free University I have temporarily adopted and adapted a
Nietzchean maxim: "knowledge; i.e., a measuring of earlier and later errors by one another" (1). Too often, it
seems, we are witness to a wielding of 'knowledge' that is quite the reverse of the openness that Nietzsche had in
mind. 'Knowledge' is either wielded like a weapon or placed into conversation like a rampart; it is a form of attackdefence that blocks any flow, an operation sanctioned by the education system whereby a modicum of difference
from the prevailing norm is celebrated not for its critical purport, but for the way it bolsters an economy of
knowledge that is in conformity to private property: a culture of individualism rides eloquently over the social
relations that bore it.
This operation, the ring-fencing of ideas, their being attributed to individuals rather than to practiced social
relations, is one factor that has always made 'knowledge' into value for capitalism. Knowledge is an acquisition, a
property, and, as such it needs insurance and protection. This is afforded by the labour of coherence: knowledge
becomes aestheticised, hermetic, when it is made to take on forms and structures that alienate it from the
practical sensuousness of discovering and sharing (a book is overcoded and copy-protected); knowledge becomes
currency when its bearers seek the securities of non communicating certainty and in so doing excacerbate the
autistic social relations of private property through seeking commendation for the possession of the same
patchwork coat each of us wears.
Here we have another ramification of the education system. Its costs are high. Dangerously so. For in touting
learning as possession, in thereby instilling intellectual property rights, there is the reinforcement of ego

boundaries. Knowledge, in being pegged to the individual as gradiated value, becomes a contributing factor in
social separation rather than a proof of social wealth, abundance. In the absence of equitably distributed social
wealth and its concomittent reevaluation of needs, the psychic cost of relating knowledge to possession is
immense: knowledge becomes a rarefied object rather than a diffuse activity, it hardens into certainties that
become dogmatic thus making us reluctant to experience the emotional suppleness of not-knowing. When there is
always something to prove rather than to discover, a result instead of an exposure to 'error', individuals become
autistically attached to themselves and not precipitates of social practices, intutitons of relations. Our education
systems offer us self-demonstrative fulfillment rather than social-remonstrative questioning: knowledge
bureaucratised in a paper trail that could have been a tinder-flint.
For Nietzsche 'knowledge' is a practice that allows for the traumatic and time-wasting experience of being wrong.
This is one way of coming to re-appreciate that what we 'know' is intimately tied-up with a sensuality, an emotional
investment. It is in history and in our own history. Reminiscensitive (2). Just as Nietzsche defies the customary
split between 'earlier' and 'later', there should be no boundary between what we know and how we know we feel it.
What we know is not a possession, but an achronological modality of feeling, an emotional continuum. Knowledge
is mood in modulation. Crucial to this is the social-relation that Nietzsche places firmly in the midst of his fleeting
definition of knowledge: it is the combination of an openness to admit 'error' and the socialisation of being-amongst
that can make knowledge into a mode of intimacy. We come to know other people through how they feel their
knowledge, how they express it. Here we begin to depart from the notion of knowledge as a value that separates
people (alienation of grading, patrolling of ego boundaries) and come to see knowledge as that which, far from
being a coherent object, is a 'labour process' that must be enabled to reveal both its means of production (social
relation) and its means of expression (celebration of 'error') if it too is not to contribute to the reification of social
wealth as 'scarcity'. It could be tinder-flint, a spur to social change: the abolition of property goes hand in hand with
an exposure, an abandonment of our 'self' to 'error'. In one of his last works Foucault has written: "Does not the
entire theory of the subject have to be reformulated once knowledge, instead of opening onto the truth of the world,
is rooted in the 'errors' of life?" (3). We could perhaps add that such a knowledge, a sensualised knowledge that
demands empathy, could reformulate the subject as a pre-individual, as caught up in a non-definitive affectivity,
and could have wider ramifications than those envisioned by Foucault. Being able to be practiced everywhere,
being capacitated to setting up relational contexts and situations, such a knowledge 'rooted in the errors of life'
would no longer have need of an education system that offers itself as a pivot between the state and private
property.
Is it not that the Copenhagen Free University is attempting to offer an enabling change in context? To be between
chairs with an off-knowledge? To know to feel? What occurs when knowledge is valorised is the same as happens
when our capacity to produce renewal is stifled into wage labour. We have no sensuous relation with the objects
we produce. Education alienates. Its institutional spaces are stock markets. Its educators are stipended tellers
filled full with the arrogance of functional curriculums. There is a business of knowledge and no volition. Rene
Daumal: "I thought I knew a few things quite well. Since then, however, I've been pushed into a corner and I've
regurgitated my small appearence of understanding. Now I know that I know only in order to be silent. No more
knowing, not yet understanding, the ass between two chairs, tell me is it a position for discourse?" (4). This could
be the context for a free university – to be between 'two chairs' in the way Daumal means – to have to levitate, to
refuse to sit comfortably, to be exposed to 'error' – means that educators should be 'idiots', which is to say, we are
all educators with nothing much to prove, but with many 'errors' to share. Only 'idiots' can want to research, find
out; only 'idiots' can have 'error' feel through them enough to make desire-to-know a force, a production of
knowledge-objects that can carry affectivity, that, being a practice of pre-individuals, are 'not yet understanding'.
In this light, before arriving at 'knowledge' and hence perpetually subverting its commercial value, there can be no
divisions between teachers and students. More. There can be no more curriculums, but participants who, meeting
as pre-individuals, willingly share their own ignorance. In this way there cannot only be the production of affectiveobjects (passion can come from what there is to know, not from the already known), but the production of a crucial
solidarity. As with that solidarity that could be formed in the factory environment, the new means of production,
knowledge, could become a similar factor in cohesiveness. It is necessary for such a solidarity to inform the
context, to be in-built into the social relation, for coming to people with your own error is traumatic: we must "suffer
an alteration (a becoming other) through learning. Whoever already possesses knowledge... is not obliged to suffer
an alteration" (5). This is perhaps why the education system fails and produces individuals who are taught to
possess knowledge and why initiatives like those of the Copenhagen Free University, that come together on the
premiss of the freedom of 'failure', are not so much aiming at potential knowledges to sell as at practices of
knowledge that are creative of becoming: non-definitive affectivity of pre-individuals.

How is knowledge practiced? To begin to grope we could perhaps offer that the basic activity of the Copenhagen
Free University, the activity that institutes its social relation, is speech; simple relational talking. But, how does
this social practice of speech effect the 'knowledge' that a university is supposed to produce? In the social
relational space of the Copenhagen Free University it could be said that an 'object of knowledge' does not form
from those "myriads of drifting minds" (6) that are not minded individually, but comes to be attributable only to a
relational context by means of which subjects can reformulate themselves as the precipitate of histories of
interaction, as pre-individuals displaced by their affectivities. With speech, then, language, the conduit of
knowledge, the means of 'knowing things' and a 'self', is made malleable by the immediacy of its practice. The
uncensored enters into it as an associative interruption and any resultant 'knowledge' is sensualised ...
immeasurable ... continuously open (7).
When we speak to each other we do not simply exchange quanta of information, but practice language by means
of an erring and meandering speech that has no definitive object. Rather than finding the 'last word', rather than
drawing the conversation to a close, this very spoken stumbling, the feeling in intonated language, is itself the
presence of intervening emotion. The presence of 'error' in what we say, assured by the emotional quotient in an
unedited sentence, means that we experience our practice of language as an effort of articulation that is premissed
on what Giorgio Agemben has referred to as the 'unsayable'. Whereas a defined 'object of knowledge' in all
itsvarious guises as 'truth', 'coherence', 'judgement', hinders the will to communicate, the unsayable, not only
makes communication a necessity, but, as a thought-emotion beyond our grasp, is creative of becoming.
If, for some, then, it is an immense effort to speak it is perhaps because our experience of the education system
is one that, not premissed on 'error' and paying no cognizance to the unsayable in each – the same struggle with
articulation whatever the potentially expressed content – instills in us a notion that to speak is to speak the 'truth'
of a centred self. So, an education system that judges and measures, that has a conception of 'knowledge' that is
viewed as appropriate to a 'self' effects a servility that is linked to a diminishment of the unsayable: like a mass
produced object that which has already been said is repeated in the hope of commendation. Rather than an 'object'
of knowledge becoming sensualised through speech-acts informed by 'error' and openness,which in turn leads to a
reformulation of the subject, everything and nothing becomes sayable and we not only have a diminishment of the
desire to gather together to communicate to know, but a standardisation of the means of expression. In short, we
have the 'sayable' as politics; the covering-over of 'error'.
Following on from this it should be said that the pursuit of the unsayable as the spur to a sensualised practice of
knowledge is not another way of seeking an original formation of thought, something entirely new or filled with
'genius'. These latter are what form an 'ideology of knowledge' that reinforces the whole idea of individuals being in
possession of some 'object' of knowledge that is measureable (or capacitated by a certificate). What militates
against this pervasive outlook is that when knowledge is practiced as speech in a context of solidarity it is not
knowledge that takes on a life of its own (alienated object), but the relation between participants who come to a
practice of life by means of being free to express themselves regardless of institutional legitimation. The
'unsayable' in this instance, then, is the spur to singular means of expression, which is to say, the risk of
improvised thought coupled to the risk of saying it with a language that is not only enabled to speak of experience
and intuition (i.e. outlawed conjecture), but can become acknowledged as originating in a speech-act made original
by its time, place and interlocutors. Does this not amount to an affectivity that reformulates the subject as a
composite of the context: a pre-individual? So, so many sensuous deceptions that deceive a sense of self, so
much becoming: "I invented the colour of vowels... I organised the shape of every consonant, and by means of
instinctive rhythm, flattered myself that I was the inventor of a poetic language, accessible sooner or later to all the
senses" (8).
Taking a cue from Rimbaud it may be that the question of knowledge is a misnomer. How can it be differentiated
from sensual experience? How can it be separated from an emotional investment? The reason seems to be that
knowledge, prized as a commercial value, must be failsafe. As a component of production it must take on the
greased, metallic turns of fixed capital, it must be that which is regurgitatable without glych. But this is knowledge
in its alienated form: as information that cannot admit of its basis in 'error'. Admitting this basis would not only
create the 'absolute doubt' that Charles Fourier pursued, but it would necessitate an awareness of the emotional
component in what we 'know', which is to say, following Nietzsche's maxim of the 'falseness' of emotions per se,
that what we 'know' would become a matter for experimental personae in conflict with a sense of self shored-up by
the activity of possessing.

The much instilled mania for paraphrasing, for getting at an 'essence', for 'finical criticism', has the effect of
severing knowledge from sensual experience and thus makes the effort to say the unsayable even more of a nonstarter. The narrative form of knowledge (pedagogy), with all its indicators of being rehearsed, with its need to keep
within the bounds of a syllabus, comes to police any improvisational speech-act that takes its impetus from
intuited experience: the attempt to recount a tale 'as' another person, an enactment of another, reveals' knowledge'
as a matter of bringing emotion into expression by means of experimental personae, a play of the 'false', a
becoming the 'other'. The emotions cannot be trusted so we sever them from our utilitarian conception of
'knowledge'. As 'variable labour' they cannot be trusted because they are destabilising, they urge us to alternate, to
be receptive, to be between forms, between chairs, to be error-ridden, to 'suffer an alteration'. As the 'unsayable'
they urge us to become rather than to be. Rather than this be a case of the inferiority of emotions in relation to the
powers of conceptualising, we could say that emotions, being compounds of feelings and receptivity to place and
to others, are what can redraw knowledge as our capacity to be 'affected'. This is maybe what Marx meant when
he offered that the "senses have... become theoreticians in their immediate praxis" or what, much later, Deleuze
meant when, in his last work, he offered that "sensation is pure contemplation" (9). For both is it not that the
illegilibility of emotions, their imperviousness to instant expression in language, is what provokes in us a form of
thought that cannot be readily articulated; a form of thought that subtends what we call 'knowledge'; a means of
expression that is a sub-tense marking out what is 'unsayable'?
The ramifications of this for the Copenhagen Free University or any akin initiative of self-institution are manifold:
with 'error' rather than 'expertise' as the watchword there are no barriers, patrolled by experts, placed before
participation which means that trust comes to replace judgement; that the 'unsayable' is identified as the impetus
to a winning of the means of expression means that there is a permanent constituting tension played out in
improvisational speech-acts or through a clash of differing means of expression i.e lingual, visual, aural; that there
is a sensitvity to 'knowledge' as that which is subtended by the 'theoretical' work of the senses means that
'contemplation' is valued as a constant attribute of lives lived in practice.
But perhaps the most telling ramification is that capital's benign relaunch as a 'knowledge economy' has not only
effected a 'for-profit' colonisation of the education system but, by having 'knowledge' as a component in the
production of value it has redrawn the question of the 'revolutionary organisation'. Whereas the left has managed to
produce much knowledge and theory it has consistently failed to bind knowledge to social experience in such a
way as to undermine the paradigm of the education system. Be it 'summer schools' or 'seminars' the same social
relation has been replicated, a relation to knowledge as private property rather as a modulation of social
experience, a glut of the sayable rather than a reach for the unsayable, a dogmatic 'making true' rather than an
experimental 'making false'. Such an adoption of the educational paradigm with its fear of 'error' and its mania for
'empirical affidavits', means that its associated authoritarian and defensive positions are perpetuated at the
expense of an affectivity that increases participation by being creative of trust and solidarity. The Left falls into the
trap of overestimating the power of an informatised knowledge to change things: if only people knew what was
going on...
That 'labour power' is becoming more explicitly equatable with 'knowledge' is nothing new – what is a syllabus if it
is not a manufacuring blueprint upon which both teachers and students labour to complete? But, what is maybe
new about the situation is that it reveals that there has always been a knowledge component to labour whether our
work was classed as 'intellectual' or 'manual'. Whether 'knowledge' is seen as raw material or private property it is
still that, a means of production, through which we are defined as 'labour power'. The point, then, is that capital is
not just saying that it wants our 'labour power', but that it wants our 'knowledge'. In the terms we have discussed
knowledge here this represents a request for our very sensuality: capital has always been bio-political production; it
has always aimed at the subsumption of surplus energies. Similarly, under the terms of the 'knowledge economy',
the wage-relation remains unchanged and the question to pose is still one of reappropriating the means of
production and taking control of our own energies, our own 'intermutuomergent' desires.
So, rather than its being a matter of our having to work to live, to be the objects of a labour process, it should be
possible for us to live to work, to produce our own becoming: "the only thing distinct from objectified labour is nonobjectified labour, labour which is still objectifying itself, labour as subjectivity" (10). This process of objectifying
our work under our own terms, in our own time and by means of our own institutional contexts is what differentiates
it from its being objectified for us in the education system or at a place of work. Such institutions have always
been underwritten by the presupposition of private property, but if we begin to view knowledge as collective
endeavour, an activity premissed on the idea of the 'error' of emotion, an assemblage of desiring-energy, then
could it be that any resultant 'knowledge' could challenge the concept of 'labour' itself?

The notion of a 'knowledge economy' can present an opportunity to shift the space of struggle to meet bio-political
production head on. If it is that the 'object' of bio-political power is the production of subjects – a production based
on the premis that an individual is the paradigm of private property (an 'owner' of genes) – then, 'labour as
subjectivity', what Marx has elsewhere called 'free expression' and 'the enjoyment of life', is still the stake in any
revolutionary endeavour. Is this endeavour tantamount now to a fledgling politics of becoming? Under the regime of
bio-political power we could say that the subject is reduced to a knowable being rather than an unknown and
unforeseeable becoming. The possible is reduced to what is probable, empircally ascertainable and exhaustible.
Here knowledge, to quote Nietzsche, is "possible only only on the basis of belief in being" (11), and it is a
knowledge that reduces life to a state of equilibrium by excluding the non-knowledge of the emotions, the
sensuous knowledge of affectivities. These latter, as provocations to forms of thought that resist categorisation as
'knowledge' and as such defy the surety of being, are factors that can inform a 'labour as subjectivity' and secure
its potential to resist a bio-political power that values 'knowledge' as that which reinforces being as an object, that
delineates it to the point of incarcerating it. So, is it not that free university initiatives, in contesting the relation
between knowledge and economy, are tantamount to new forms of revolutionary organisation? Can they be
factories of everyday life wherein knowledge is sensualised away from its status as private property to become a
component in the production of subjects as 'non-definitive affectivities' ? Can these factories' produce preindividuals as the affective classes?
No more occupations!
Put the ass between two chairs!
All Power to the Affective Classes!
Howard Slater
@ Break/Flow: January 2002
Notes:
(1) Friedrich Nietzsche: Will To Power, Vintage 1968, p281
(2) James Joyce: Finnegans Wake, Penguin 2000, p23
(3) Michel Foucault: Life: Experience and Science cited by Giorgio Agamben in Potentialities, Stanford University
Press 1999, p221.
(4) Rene Daumal: Between Two Chairs, Nouvelle Review Francais, March 1936. Translated by Louise Landes- Levi
for Text 7, 1978.
(5) Giorgio Agamben: Potentialities, ibid, p179.
(6) James Joyce, ibid, p179. Could also insert here Joyce's phrase "intermisunderstanding minds", ibid, p118.
(7) cf Gilles Deleuze: "... interactions caught at the point where they do not derive from pre-existing social
structures and are not the same as psychic actions and reactions, but are the correlate of speech-acts or silence,
stripping the social of its naturalness, forming systems which are far from being in equilibrium or invent their own
equilibrium – interactions are established in the margins or at crossroads, constituing a whole mis-en-scene or
dramaturgy of daily life, opening up a field of special perception..." See Deleuze: Cinema Two, Athlone 1989, p227.
(8) Arthur Rimbaud: Collected Poems, Oxford 2001, p135.
(9) For Marx see 1844 Manuscripts in Early Writings, Penguin 1975, p352. For Deleuze see citation by Agamben,
ibid, p233.
(10) Karl Marx: Grundrisse, Penguin 1971, p272.
(11) Friedrich Nietzsche, ibid.
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Okwui Enwezor: The Artist as Producer in Times of Crisis
On April 27, 1934 Walter Benjamin delivered a lecture at the Institute for the Study of Fascism in Paris.
In the lecture, "The Author as Producer", Benjamin addressed an important question that, since, has
not ceased to pose itself, namely to what degree does political awareness in a work of art becomes a
tool for the deracination of the autonomy of the work and that of the author? Benjamin's second point
was to locate what a radical critical spirit in art could be in a time of such momentous, yet undecided
direction in the political consciousness of Europe: between the Bolshevik revolution in Russia and the
productivist model of artistic practice it instantiated and the storms of repression unleashed by fascism
and Nazism in Western Europe. In a sense, Benjamin's lecture addressed the question of the artist's or
writer's commitment under certain social conditions. This would lead him to ask "What is the attitude of
a work to the relations of production of its time?" Georg Lukács posed a similar question in his 1932
essay "Tendency or Partisanship?". The conditions of production of the time was the struggle between
capitalism and socialism as the driving force behind modern subjectivity.
It is my intention in this lecture to extend the questions raised by these two thinkers and apply them to
the critical context of contemporary culture today. Ever more so, Benjamin and Lukács are not only
relevant, but crucial to understanding a visible turn that has become increasingly evident in the field of
culture at large, that is the extent to which a certain critical activism in contemporary art has become a
way to pose the questions raised seventy years ago anew through collective practices. My focus is not
on activism per se, but on work driven by the spirit of activism that bear direct relationship to
Benjamin's and Lukács's essays.
To that end, recent confrontations within the field of contemporary art have precipitated an awareness
that there have emerged in increasing numbers, within the last decade, new critical, artistic formations
that foreground and privilege the mode of collective and collaborative production. Is this return an
acknowledgment of the repressed memory of a social unconscious? Is the collectivization of artistic
production not a critique of the poverty of the language of contemporary art in the face of large scale
commodifications of culture which have merged the identity of the artist with the corporate logo of
global capitalism? These questions shadow the return of collectivity in contemporary artistic practice
and in so insistent a manner, across a broad geographic area that to ignore the consequences is to
miss the vital power of dissonance that is part of its appeal to the contemporary thinkers and artists
who propose collectivity as a course artistic work. Of course, we need not to be reminded that there is
nothing novel about collectivity in art as such. It's been a crucial strategy of the avant-garde throughout
the 20th century. Therefore, a proper understanding of collectivity today would have to be traced
through its affinities with past examples. This story belongs to the history of modernism proper.
The position of the artist working within collective and collaborative processes subtend earlier
manifestations of this type of activity throughout the 20th century. Collectivity performs an operation of
irruption and transformation on traditional mechanisms and activities of artistic production which
locates the sole figure of the individual artist at the center of authorship. Under the historical conditions
of modernist reification, collective or collaborative practices (that is the making of an artwork by multiple
authors across porous disciplinary lines) generate a radical critique of artistic ontology qua the artist
and as such also questions the enduring legacy of the artist as an autonomous, individual within
modernist art. This concerns the question of the authenticity of the work of art and its link to a specific
author. However, there is a level at which the immanence of this discourse is also evidenced in the
critique of the author in postmodernism. On both levels, I would argue that the anxieties that
circumscribe questions concerning the authenticity of either the work of art or the supremacy of the
artist as author are symptomatic of a cyclical crisis in modernity about the status of art to its social
context and the artist as more than an actor within the economic sphere. This crisis has been
exceptionally visible since the last decade of the twentieth century. The political climate of the current
global imperium adumbrates it further.

If we look back historically collectives tend to emerge during periods of crisis; in moments of social
upheaval and political uncertainty within society. Such crisis often forces reappraisals of conditions of
production, reevaluation of the nature of artistic work, and reconfiguration of the position of the artist in
relation to economic, social, and political institutions. There are two types of collective formations and
collaborative practices, that are important for this discussion. The first type can be summarized as
possessing a structured modus vivendi based on permanent, fixed groupings of practitioners working
over a sustained period. In such collectives, authorship represents the expression of the group rather
than that of the individual artist. The second type of collectives tend to emphasize a flexible, nonpermanent course of affiliation, privileging collaboration on project basis than on a permanent alliance.
This type of collective formation can be designated as networked collectives. Such networks are far
more prevalent today due to radical advances in communication technologies and globalization.
However, we shall trace the emergence of the artist as producer in times of crisis by first linking up with
modernism. In collective work we witness how such work complicates modernism's idealization of the
artwork as the unique object of individual creativity. In collective work we also witness the simultaneous
aporia of artwork and artist. This tends to lend collective work a social rather than artistic character.
Consequently, the collective imaginary has often been understood as essentially political in orientation
with minimal artistic instrumentality. In other instances shared labor; collaborative practice; the
collective conceptualization of artistic work have been understood as the critique of the reification of art
and the commodification of the artist. Though collaborative or collective work has long been accepted
as normal in the kind of artistic production that requires ensemble work such as in music, in the context
of visual art under which the individual artistic talent reigns such loss of singularity of the artist is much
less the norm, particularly under the operative conditions of capitalism.
© Okwui Enwezor

07
BETWEEN
RADICAL
PEDAGOGIC AND
PARTICIPATORY
ART PRACTICES:
A CONVERSATION
ON EDUCATION
AS A RADICAL
SOCIAL (AND
AESTHETIC)
PRACTICE
Adela Železnik

2007, Maska Perfoming Arts Journal. http://radical.temp.si/node/80

Between Radical Pedagogic and Participatory Art Practices
A Conversation on Education as a Radical Social (and Aesthetic) Practice with Marta Gregor!i!, Bojana Pi"kur,
Marjetica Potr! and Dmitry Vilensky
Adela #eleznik
The following interview has been published in “Maska” Performing Arts Journal, Winter 2007
(Art) education became an important issue within visual art practices in the last two years, not only as a mediation
of the museum and arts programs but also
as a curatorial practice. It seems that this model was, in all its political urgency, inaugurated by Manifesta 6,
which, unfortunately, has never been realized in Nicosia, Cyprus. The concept of the exhibition as an art school,
which is very much rooted in the local environment, was then introduced by the curatorial team Mai Abu El Dahab,
Anton Vidokle and Florian Waldvogel and is now partly continued by Anton Vidokle's project Unitednationsplaza in
Berlin. This is based on the idea of historical experimental learning institutions which combined communal living
with an informal class structure and foster the tradition of Free Universities.
Moreover, some art museums have followed this model by concentrating on projects with different groups of
participants as well as on closer collaboration with art schools and universities. In the era of global neo-liberalism
museums share the same concerns about the demands for simplification of their contents, bureaucratic control
and result-oriented culture as the universities, which are now facing the.forthcoming “Bologna Accord” with its
tendency to homogenize and rationalize higher education in order to gain more accessible and comparable
outcomes. Museums as sites of informal learning should, according to Irit Rogoff, foster radical pedagogy “a
pedagogy that eschews the simplicity of accessibility to information, experience or cultural capital, and replaces it
with questions of access” . Rogoff is one of the authors of the project Academy: Learning from Art / Learning from
the Museum, initiated last year by Siemens Arts Program in cooperation with the Kunstverein in Hamburg, the
Department of Visual Cultures at Goldsmiths College in London, the Museum van Hedendaagse Kunst Antwerpen
(MuHKA), and the Van Abbemuseum in Eindhoven. It concentrated especially on “gaining access to the urgent and
important issues of our day” as the result of radical pedagogy (in a sense how do we get to know things, how do
we get to take part in them, how do we have a position …), but also on linking up the topics activism, participation
and artistic practice and demarcating education not only as a model, but also as a field for political participation
and cultural creativity.
The following conversation will concentrate more on the issues of participatory practices, related to the theories of
Brazilian educator and philosopher Paulo Freire and his Pedagogy of the Oppressed. It is based on some
questions posed to the protagonists of the project Radical Education, which is being developed by Bojana Pi"kur,
curator, and Marjetica Potr!, artist (http://radical.temp.si) and will take place at the Moderna galerija, Ljubljana in
2008.
The idea behind the project is to create an open platform of knowledge production, exchange and dissemination,
based on the concept of “education for critical consciousness” as proposed by Paulo Freire. It aims to move onto
another level, beyond the institutional critique and at the same time focus on the issues of how to live together
beyond neo-liberalism and its understanding of individualism, liberal democracy, and market capitalism. The
difference from the already mentioned Academy is that it involves the examples of $horizontal% and $bottom-up%
education from the politically problematic territories outside Europe, where self-organization and self-education are
a necessity to survive. Besides the two authors of the project, I also invited Dmitry Vilensky, a Russian artist and
participant of the platform Chto delat / What to be done, as well as the author of Theses on Self-education and
Marta Gregor!i!, an activist and sociologist, who will contribute her opinion as a “practitioner from the field”.
As already mentioned, in the publication Academy, Irit Rogoff refers to museums as places of radical
pedagogy.You entitled your project Radical Education. Can you explain what you mean by the term? Who does
your project address and who it will involve?
Bojana Pi"kur: Radical education does not refer to a discipline or a body of knowledge, as Henry Giroux put it, but
it suggests a particular kind of practice and a particular posture aimed at questioning received institutions of
institutionalized learning and received assumptions regarding knowledge production, exchange and distribution.
Radical education is also interdisciplinary in nature, it questions the fundamental categories of all disciplines and it
has a public mission of making society more democratic.
What we want to do in our project is to propose different strategies on how various groups can participate in the
development and creation of tools, materials and processes which enable them to learn and be capacitated to
participate in the world. Emphasis will be put on first-person consciousness engagement and independent /

autonomous thinking which foster learning and not teaching, on construction of participatory knowledge and its
dissemination in different socio-cultural contexts. We hope to activate the presumably excluded power outside the
art system and the system of education and hopefully break through some presupposed alignments of space and
identity.
How would you comment on Freire%s belief that “education for critical consciousness has the power to transform
reality”?
Marta Gregor!i!: Besides cooperation and dialogue, criticism is a prerequisite for social activities. Dialogue
became almost completely extinct in the times of capitalism, which works on the principle of shattering and
annihilating social bonds. We live in a "mute society", which denies dialogue in order to "respect the law", and
disarms any reflection and criticism. Neo-liberal concepts emerge: verbalisms and activisms. According to Freire,
verbalisms sacrifice action, and activisms lack reflection.
Freire's revolutionary practice – transforming society through education for critical consciousness – is already
being applied in South America, especially in the country which has been the first to elect a member of the native
population as president. Freire claimed that democracy should become a way of life before it becomes a political
form. The peoples of today's Bolivia realize this direct democratic life in such a manner that they demand the
radicalization of Morales's policy every day by direct political practices (demonstrations, etc.). The election of an
"impressionable government" a bit over a year ago, has not ended their fight for egalitarian society – it has only
begun.
What do the terms “horizontal” and “bottom-up” education mean?
Marjetica Potr!: With horizontal distribution of knowledge I referred to a practice developed in Acre, Brazil. In 2006,
I spent two months in Acre, the Amazonian state of Brazil. During the last fifteen years, Acre has been pixelizing
itself into new territories, such as extraction reserves and Indian territories, along with sustainable urban territories.
These new territories are the result of collaboration between the government and local communities. I need to add
that the creation of extraction reserves – or protected areas, as they were recently called in an article in the
International Herald Tribune – has been a worldwide policy ever since 2004. We are looking at a new
territorialization. The communities that live on new territories are self-organized entities and, basically, bottom-up
initiatives. They focus on empowering their own people. Education is their primary concern. Education – learning
and sharing knowledge – is a crucial issue for the new territories in Acre, but the same may be said for the whole
Brazil and beyond. We have learned that the riches of education, though seemingly immaterial, are the guarantee
for the material wealth of the nations. Today, the richest countries are those with the strongest educational
systems. This awareness is even more important in the context of Brazil, ranked first worldwide according to the
gap between rich and poor – which also means there is an immense gap where education is concerned. The new
territories of Acre, although wealthy in both natural and intellectual resources, cannot hope to provide this kind of
high-quality education the rich world demands. But being so inventive, people of Acre organize things differently.
Their goal is to customize education for particular groups in the community. Established hierarchies are put into
question, and education is organized in a way that makes sense for the community. An inspiring example is the
University of the Forest, whose goal is to bring together the knowledge of rubber-tappers, Indians, academics, and
scientists so as to marry local experience with Western science. I should add that the University of the Forest was
started 30 years ago; it is based in Cruseiro do Sul, a town in the middle of the forest, with 21 research outposts in
the forest (one of these is on a boat) and has for a year now has also organized a high school program called
Ceflora. The historian Marcos Vinicius Neves, from Rio Branco, told me that the idea for the University of the
Forest first came up during a meeting in the forest town of Marechal Taumaturgo. The idea was to transform the
forest town into a big laboratory. In short, people who live in the forest don't want to be objects of the study
anymore. They want to share their knowledge on equal terms with others.
Dmitry, do you also find the concept of self-education as self-organization a necessity in the countries where there
is a considerate lack of stability in the political sphere and at the same time a lack of appropriate forms of formal
education? I have particularly in mind Russia as well as some other Eastern European countries where the
collapse of former political systems have produced some sort of a void in the public and social space. Does it
have anything in common with the situation in Brazil Marjetica just talked about, or with India and South America?
Dmitry Vilensky: The practices of self-education as self-organization are very important in the places where state
institutions and particularly the university and academies are driven by a conservative discourse and become
reactionary places par excellence. And their role is quite different from the centers of capitalism where you have to
undermine and oppose the current wave of 'knowledge' capitalism where the whole society or at least metropolis

undergoes a process of 'becoming-university' but in a sort of corporate breeding of creative class. And we should
be very careful with these differences.
Practices of self-education have been extraordinarily important in Russian cultural tradition. Nikolai
Chernyshevsky%s novel Chto delat? / What is to be done? (1863) offers a brilliant literary example. Often halfcriminal and in opposition to official institutions of power, such confidential circles were able to formulate some of
the most striking phenomena in Russian thought and culture. Notwithstanding their marginal position, they made an
invaluable contribution to the historical victory over monstrous, repressive structures. Their experiences are getting
new meaning and importance in the current historical moment. I would say that in the situation in Russia where
official institutions become more and oppressive, conservative, lacking even the capitalist inventive spirit, the role
of small groups engaged in self-educational practice is not just very important, it is an issue of urgency and
survival.
The problem with radical education is that we have to keep in mind the fact that Paulo Freire deliberately underpins
“… the distinction between systematic education, which can only be changed by political power, and educational
projects, which should be carried out with the oppressed in the process of organizing them” – the problem of the
direct comparison between countries of peripheral capitalism is that they have different levels of popular
mobilization and it influences a lot the way people are able to take matters into their hands.
The platform Chto delat / What is to be done, in the frame of which you are acting, opens a space between theory,
art and activism; its newspaper called Self-education will be one of the projects for the coming documenta 12. If
we return back to museums and art institutions, I wonder what you think about informal education within
institutions, such as art museums and galleries? As you know, in recent years education has become an almost
equal part of all the museum activities (which wasn't the case before) and also this year's biggest art event
documenta made a special emphasis on education.
Dmitry Vilensky: I think that the issues of education in the framework of cultural institutions are very important,
especially today. It is quite obvious that this tendency belongs to the traditional agenda of the Enlightenment
project. At the moment the function of cultural institutions as the educators of public taste is in danger and under
the threat of the cultural industry that becomes closer to populist entertainment than to enlightened education. But
I think that the role of the so-called progressive institution should no longer be understood as a place where the
simple idle curiosity of the bourgeois public finds its joyful satisfaction. It, on the contrary, should be a place where
different people can actively participate in cultural production. Through the educational programs we should try to
bring to institutions absolutely different publics – those who are on the side of the oppressed.
In 1998 Nicolas Bourriaud%s Relational Aesthetics appeared forming a certain theoretical frame for a group of artists
whose artworks concentrated on inter-personal relations and “needed the public to be completed” (Felix GonzalesTorres). Relational Aesthetics, according to its author “judges artworks on the basis of inter-human relations which
they represent, produce and prompt”. Moreover, participatory or socially engaged art, which we are talking about
here, brings about a situational understanding of culture, a situational understanding of global society. Its aim is
not to produce an art work for the audience to complete but rather to produce a situation. In this situation, which
favours collective process rather than an individual experience, the artist is only one of the participants and the
responsibility for the outcome, the authorship, is shared. Claire Bishop, a London-based art critic, finds this
“democracy” problematic, claiming that the aesthetic effect of the work suffers if it is not the responsibility and
product of the idea of (one) artist. She argues that in socially engaged art “the aesthetic is being sacrified on the
altar of social change”, which she explained by the thesis that art criticism evaluates “relational” art practices
(socially engaged art, community based art, experimental communities, dialogue art, participatory interventions …)
according to its ethical values – good or bad model of collaborative practice? Since Marjetica Potr! and Dmitry
Vilensky are both very much involved in the collaborative art practices and the Radical Education project explicitly
fosters art as a collective experience, I asked them to comment on Bishop's argument.
Marjetica Potr!: Design is never neutral. An example from my practice, take the Dry Toilet, which I built together
with Liyat Esakov, an Israeli architect, and La Vega community in Caracas, Venezuela in 2003. I must say that La
Vega community discussed colour and the overall beauty of the Dry Toilet, along with function and ethics of the
project. It is a myth that beauty is disconnected from function and ethics. I have reconstructed the Dry Toilet in
various galleries and museums. There, the Dry Toilet became a case-study. It departs the 'real' to become both
documemtation and the imaginary of our society.
Bojana Pi"kur: I have been following the discussions about “relational practices” that you mention as well as
Rancière's writings on politicized art whom Bishop takes as one of the reference points in her argument.

Relational practices for me are not just practices which include certain more or less successful collaborations but
are beforehand also autonomous and concrete works of art. There is where the paradox occurs; how can these
works be evaluated on the basis of good or bad collaboration if the critical apparatus is usually not even a part of
their process making? The only ones who are “ethically” in a position to evaluate these works as such would be the
very participants involved in the processes. My point is that not only the collaborative practices but also the critical
apparatus and their tools need to be put into question and should – in this regard – be moved to a different field of
thought, going beyond the art objects and processes.
An example comes from the study of systems – art system being one of them – where changes only appear when
the members of a particular system have experiences outside the network of conversation, which is everything
that cannot be explained from the inner logic of the system itself. Which leads precisely to the production of
knowledge beyond what is presently known. This was a departure point for the Radical Education project.
Dmitry Vilensky: I share that concern of Claire Bishop. The aesthetic is a very important issue. But I think that it
would be a big mistake if we ignored that inside those very experimental and relational social practices new forms
of aesthetics have been developing. They are not so evident and perhaps are underdeveloped but we have to be
very careful with them as in its own time avant-garde established close ties with the popular–folk culture. I think
that right now we see a rise of very interesting forms that cannot fit even into a very inclusive idea of form and
aesthetics that we inherited from modernist and post-modernist times. Something new is in the air and we should
be very careful with it. But I am speaking from the position of the artists who somehow think that we should reject
culturalization of many important social phenomena. I like very much a new tendency taking place: many social
initiatives are refusing to be represented in the cultural sphere. Finally, they have understood that this
representation could be of danger to their social meaning. And it also has been making a big confusion in the art
world.
I think that art should make a responsible choice and try again to establish its own discipline. Of course I am not
talking that art should be art for art%s sake. If I am suggesting to re-think the idea of art%s autonomy then I am
thinking more about in the direction of Autonomia Organizzata (Organized Autonomy) established by the Italian
worker movement. The ideas of a cultural autonomy, as political self-organization will help us to reclaim the power
of art to impact life and politics. And this particular power comes through mediation of aesthetical form and
methods.
But at the same time we do not have to be ashamed of pure agit-prop things. Look at the commercial galleries and
festivals – they are up to 99% filled with objects and events that are just ads to capitalism. We need our own
agitation. But let%s call it agitation not art.
Notes:
1. Irit Rogoff, “Academy as Potentiality,” in A.C.A.D.E.M.Y., Revolver, 2006, p. 18.
2. Claire Bishop, “The Social Turn: Collaboration and its Discontents,” Artforum International, February 2006, pp.
178–183.
Adela #eleznik, MA in Art History, is a curator for public programmes at the Moderna galerija / Museum of Modern
Art, Ljubljana. She writes on contemporary visual art and its interpretations in Slovene and international
magazines.
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ARTISTS REWRITE THE RULES OF PEDAGOGY
By CLAIRE BISHOP

"How can you bring aclassroom to life as though it were an artwork?"
-FELIX CUATTARI, CHAOSMOSIS, 1992

Nestled in the Schlossgarten meadow in Munster, Germany, between George tions ratherthan answers; as such, its scholastic attitude stands in contrast to
Brecht's Th ree VOID Stones (1987) and Herman de Vries's circular brick Sanctuarium more didactic works in Munster, like Trickle Down (2007), Andreas Siekmann's
(1997), now covered in graffiti, is a temporary settlement of tents surrounded diagrammatic critique of global capitalism. 3
Pask's project is typical of a rising field of art that engages with collective
by trees with colored mobiles hanging from their branches. Produced by
Amsterdam-based artist Maria Pask for the latest installment of Skulptur learning at the level of adult or higher education, in contrast to the children's
Projekte Munster (which occurs every 10 years), Beautiful City is maintained and workshops that form the mainstay of so many museum-education programs.
populated by a different group of students each week. It also features a notice But why is this happening so conspicuously today? Art historically we could
board announcing the latest events, a vegetable plot, and a makeshift shower; argue that it represents a development of the relational practices of the 1990s:
in the middle of these is a large white tent housing a library ofbooks on various giving content to conviviality, while aiming to produce a concrete intervention
religious persuasions (including tomes on witchcraft and the theological mus- in the social field. This tendency also dovetails with the present decade's mania
ings of Derrida), some colorful rugs printed with the artists' drawings, and a for discussion in art, whereby no exhibition is complete without a symposium,
dodgy woven wall hanging of the world religious leaders conference in 2000. 1 conference, or webcast interview. This increasingly discursive and intellectual
Inside the tent are lectures on Sundays at 2 PM, when a wide variety ofspeakers approach to exhibition making was set in motion by Catherine David's
Documenta X (1997), and now seems to have migrated into the work ofart itself.
address the coexistence of different forms of faith in a modern age.
I managed to visit Beautiful City on a Sunday afternoon and found a Protestant But outside the artworld, we might equally see the pedagogic turn as a reaction
Filipino lawyer in discussion with a Dutch ph.D. student (also Protestant) on to the neoliberalization of higher education, in which the continual withthe role of religion in civic life. 2 The debate was informal (meanderingly bad drawal of public money has led universities and colleges to operate within a
toward the end) and lasted for almost two hours, during which time the audi- business framework. It is unlikely that artists such as Pask would regard themence dwindled from about 40 to fewer than 10. The lecture didn't quite come selves as consciously reacting to this ideological shift, but it seems difficult to
to grips with the privatization ofreligion in civil society, which had been its view the two trends as unrelated.
Another artist who has frequently employed a educational framework is
billing, but it did have the inadvertent effect of making me aware of how little
I know about the history ofworld religion. Theology has a vocabulary as specific Thomas Hirschhorn. In autumn 2004, Hirschhorn organized 24h Foucault at
the Palais de Tokyo in Paris, a project that included an auditorium, libraryas that of contemporary art.
Pask's project contains many of the features that can be associated with a documentation center, sound library, video library, exhibition, bar, souvenir
pedagogic turn in contemporary art: a library-cum-reading-room, a lecture pro- shop, newspaper, and archive. The conceptual core ofthe installation was a
gram, the artist as producer. It perhaps comes as no surprise to find that Pask 24-hour program oflectures over one weekend in October. Rather than producteaches at two art schools in the Netherlands (in The Hague and Den Bosch), ing a "straight" academic conference, after which one would be equipped to
since Beautiful City seems inseparable from the history of alternative education. discuss the French philosopher's ideas, Hirschhorn took an approach that was
But with such a pedagogically oriented project presented as a work of art, it's chaotic and multidisciplinary. Twenty-four philosophers, art historians, poets,
hard to know what exactly we're judging: Is it the quality of the lectures, the artists, and musicians each performed for one hour within a specially concuratorial selection ofspeakers, the books in the library, the social space, or all structed auditorium bearing the hallmarks of Hirschhorn's sculpture in proviof this together? It's precisely this openness and undecidability that Pask finds sional materials: cardboard, photocopies, slogans, brown tape, and so on.
appealing, as visitors will never be able to see the work in its totality. Whatever Significantly, Hirschhorn operates from a position of amateur enthusiast
my reservations about its homespun New Agey-ness, Beautiful City is led by ques- rather than infortned professional. "Concerning Foucault, 1do not understand
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Whatever we think of the success of these academically oriented projects as art,
their freedom of operation represents an unthinkable autonomy and an unencumbered
passion for knowledge.
his philosophy, and I think that I don't have to understand philosophy in general," he said in an interview with Flash Art in 2004. "I am not a connoisseur. I
am not a specialist. I am not a theoretician ... I want to work as a fan."
Both Hirschhorn and Pask represent an approach that differs distinctly from
typical contemporary university pedagogy. Professional teaching is steered
toward the production and measurement of successful results. Speak to any
academic, and you will be swiftly inundated with groans concerning the administrative burden of today's university education: learning outcomes and
assessment criteria have become more important than imaginative content
and delivery. These changes have been instigated by neoliberal economics: over
the past decade, fees have been introduced in universities and colleges in
Europe, and the ethos of
has changed accordingly-from freedom,
discovery, and exploration to a financial investment (or crippling debt, especially for those studying the humanities). With students perceived as consumers, experimental teaching has been phased out and teachers have become
accountable providers of knowledge. Whatever we think about the success of
Pask's and Hirschhorn's projects as art, their freedom of operation represents
an unthinkable autonomy and an unencumbered passion for knowledge.
Outside Europe, other anists have adopted a less event-based mode of educational engagement, often to compensate for the failures of an schools operating in theirregions. Here the resistance is to traditional or outmoded ways
of teaching, and promotes an integrated access to international debates. In
August 2002, Cuban performance anist Tania Bruguera established an experimental art school in Havana called Arte de Conducta, or Behavior Art.
(Bruguera's school is notably hosted by an accredited an academy, the Instituto
Superior de Arte.) The first course began in January 2003, and the program is
planned to last five years. Students come from a variety of disciplines, as do
visiting lecturers. "We had workshops from a former prisoner, a mathematician, sociologists, architects, DJs, philosophers, writers, activists, political
figures, historians, lawyers, and of course an critics I historians and practicing artists," explains Bruguera. Workshops have taken place in a park, an
office, a museum, a science lab, a conference center, private homes, and on
city streets, reflecting the school's philosophy of bringing art into engage88 MODERN PAINTERS I SEPTEMBER 2007

ment with society. It's hard to understand Arte de Conducta from a distance,
not least because there is no representation of it currently available. The only
way to "see" the school-in terms of conventional an spectatorship-is to participate. Bruguera is adamant that the project be perceived as a work of an,
but what differentiates it from works by Pask and Hirschhorn is her desire for
art to be consciously "useful." The aim is to effect long-term changes in the
artistic production of Cuba, compensating for the shortcomings of official
education provision and offering firsthand (rather than mediated) exposure
to international artists and their work. 4 By contrast, the works of Pask and
Hirschhorn are less urgently connected to the provision of education and
stand more symbolically for the creation of community through the energy
of shared ideas.
A project comparable to Arte de Conducta might be Lia Perjovschi's Centre
for Art Analysis (CAA), based out of her studio in Bucharest. Perjovschi describes the CAA as a "museum in files": the hundreds of boxes that line the
walls of her studio, containinganicles, photocopies, images, and so on. Unlike
an institutional archive, the boxes are organized around an idiosyncratic array
of themes and issues that have contributed to Perjovschi's own artistic formation. Prior to the 1989 revolution, Romania had no access to such information.
For Perjovschi, the ability to have a dialogue and explain art in her context depends on having a shared body of knowledge, and this starts with sharing a
technical vocabulary ofspecific words (such as performance, institution, installation).
For all its idiosyncrasy, the CAA is an important alternative resource to the
Univeritatea Nationala de Arta (located in the same neighborhood), which still
adheres to traditional-rather than conceptual-approaches to art. Perjovschi's
studio provides an informal haven and alternative pedagogic playground for
renegade students seeking a more open frame of discussion.
There are important precursors to these efforts. Perhaps the most towering
educator in recent an history is Joseph Beuys, whose legacy provides direct inspiration for Hirschhorn, Bruguera, and many others. Significantly, however,
he kept his commitment to free education at one remove from his sculptural
practice. Arguably more relevant (and recent) precedents can be traced to the
late I 980s, when Martha RosIer and Group Material produced groundbreaking

exhibitions at the Dia Center for the Arts in New York that reconfigured the
space into a social forum for critical thinking on homelessness and democracy,
respectively. Their approaches anticipated what has been dubbed New
Institutionalism in Europe: an attempt to broaden the remit of a gallery from
an exhibition space to a center for the production of publications, archives,
symposia, and residencies. s Unlike Beuys, whose pedagogic performances invariably resulted in objects or installations, these contemporary efforts demote
the art object to just one component of an integrated research project.
Other approaches may be as much about the artists' collective research as
they are about their learning. Polish artist Pawel Althamer, for example, realized Einstein Class in 2005 after being commissioned to make a work celebrating
Einstein's centenary. Althamer developed a six-month project in Warsaw to
teach physics to a small group of juvenile delinquents,led by a rogue science
teacher who'd recently been laid off. For another project, this time in Paris (Au
Centre Pompidou, 2006), Althamer himself became the teacher, taking 10 students from different art schools to a secluded wood in Poland. The experience
during the workshops on this trip became the basis for a collectively produced
puppet show in Espace 315 at the Centre Pompidou.
More interesting than the final product of Au Centre Pompidou was Althamer's
professed desire to "study among students": to explore, communicate, and
continue the way oflearning that he experienced in classes taught by Professor
Grzegorz Kowalski in the late '80s. The so-called Kowalski Studio at the Warsaw
Academy of Fine Arts rejected the traditional model of serving as "master" to
student "apprentice." Instead Kowalski taught through "visual games," openended tasks that also functioned as a form of collective analysis, both critical
and therapeutic. Many of today's leading generation of Polish artists were
taught by Kowalski, including Artur Zmijewski, whose video Them (2007), at
Doeumenta 12, epitomizes this task-based way ofworking. In 2005, Zmijewski
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and Althamer revisited Kowalski's approach in "Choices. pI," an exhibition
organized as a group studio for all former pupils of Kowalski. Constantly mutating, process-based, and chaotic, this exhibition-as-studio-Iaboratory spread
throughout several galleries of the Center for Contemporary Art in Warsaw. It
was critically panned as incomprehensible, and even Kowalski sought to distance himself from what was being done in his honor.
Like many of the projects I have discussed, "Choices. pI" may not mean much
to viewers anticipating a cohesive and completed exhibition. It's more significant as an attempt to present a pedagogic process self-reflexively rather than
by illustration. Althamer described the project to me as "therapy for artists"-in
other words, as a liberation from the pressure of producing a packaged show
for easy consumption. One has to admire the CCA Warsaw for allowing this
experiment to take place, even while its communicability is less amenable to
a general audience than the lectures organized by Pask and Hirschhorn. But
what links all these projects, despite their disparate ideological contexts, is a
commitment to experimental thinking about the relationship between art and
society, and a desire to preserve a collective space of nonbureaucratized investigation. Their significance derives not from the issue of what it means to
reimagine the work of art as education (because this would play into the hands
of those who wish to instrumentalize art to socially useful ends), but to rethink
the possibility of nonalienated learning through the lessons of artistic sensibility. This is what I understand to be the import of the rhetorical question, posed
by Felix Guattari, that serves as the epigram for this essay. The straitjacket of
efficiency and conformity that accompanies authoritarian models of education
seems to beg for playful, interrogative, and autonomous opposition. Art is just
one way to release this grip.
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How Real Does It Get?
Editorializing on critical pedagogy, wankstas and the fear of teaching like a girl
by Erica Meiners, Therese Quinn
Published in AREA: How We Learn on Oct. 11, 2007
http://www.areachicago.org/p/issues/how-we-learn/how-real-does-it-get/
A professor in his early thirties paces at the front of the packed room, lecturing while projecting a Powerpoint. He tells the
conference audience that he has identified three teacher-types: the gangsta (hard-case awful, unredeemable) and the wanksta
(just riding the fence, but could maybe be pushed over into the good side). The third, the rida, is on point; the rida is down with the
people. In fact, the rida would take a bullet for his homies. In fact, he has three book contracts on his desk that he can!t even get to,
because he!s too busy keepin! it real, taking bullets, maintaining rida status. He!s all about “critical pedagogy,” which he performed
for the room as a choreography of hyper-masculinity, all shouted points and violent metaphors. The rest of us, well, if we aren!t
willing to take a bullet, we—a pathetic and leeching bunch of gangstas and wankstas—should get out of education.
Never mind that it is only in Hollywood!s fantasies that the poor dive in front of a bullet for their homies; this recent conference
experience is an echo of too many where (male, not all white) professors of education strut to a largely female and white audience
about our failures to be real, to be critical (often vaguely defined, but sort of left, and nearly always firmly academic), to be
authentic, and how their truer and smarter versions of critical pedagogy and organizing are not like what the rest of us—a bunch of
girls—come up with.
Risking exposure of our wanksta status, we want to question the persistence of these critical ideas about education and critical
pedagogy, and the implicit ways in which they construct and delegitimize teaching and organizing like girls and often distract us—
educators—from the everyday work of social justice in education.
In the US, critical pedagogy—perhaps the grandfather of the rida—is a term and an educational practice most frequently
associated with the work of Paulo Freire that views teaching as a political, liberatory project. While abbreviating what is a broad
and branching body of scholarship, US translations of the term and the concept of critical pedagogy, as this Wikipedia entry
indicates, are deeply gendered and racialized:
Famous authors of critical pedagogy texts not only include Paulo Freire, as mentioned above, but also Rich Gibson, Michael
Apple, Henry Giroux, Peter McLaren, Joe L. Kincheloe, Howard Zinn, and others. Famous educationalists including Jonathan
Kozol and Parker Palmer are sometimes included in this category. Other critical pedagogues more famous for their anti-schooling,
unschooling, or deschooling perspectives include Ivan Illich, John Holt, Ira Shor, John Taylor Gatto, and Matt Hern.
Critical pedagogy can and often does make invisible the daily labors of the primarily female force teaching in our public schools
and in many of the teacher education programs at colleges and universities, while glorifying the work of a few, mostly male and
white academicians. Just like the highly paid male chefs (when the majority of the world!s unpaid daily preparers of food are
women) or the valorized male artists (when everyday domestic arts are overwhelmingly practiced, uncompensated, by women),
the critical pedagogue is only possible through the erasure of the intersections of gender, race, power and privilege. Genius, artist,
chef, critical pedagogue—because women are often too busy being real, perhaps keepin! it real is just a dick thing.
As Liz Ellsworth (1989) noted almost twenty years ago in Why Doesn!t this Feel Empowering? Working Through the Repressive
Myths of Critical Pedagogy, critical pedagogy frameworks also "fix! educators in positions of power and privilege, as the critical
pedagogue facilitates the empowerment of the others. Like Ellsworth, our ongoing learning and teaching experiences make us
suspicious and uncomfortable with a knowledge and learning paradigm that places “us” so seamlessly in the emancipator role.
Authority and legitimacy are often produced through hierarchical relations of oppression and domination.
What is also startlingly clear to us—after a few years on the "social justice! and "critical! educational conference circuit—is that no
one really wants to be perceived as teaching or organizing like a girl. Most, we suspect, (including ourselves) are fairly unsure of
what this might mean, only—like throwing like a girl, all limp-wristed wind-up and no sure aim—it must be something really
embarrassing. And, given Hollywood!s persistent snow-job on the profession of teaching, who wants to be confused with Hillary
Swank from Freedom Writers? Or to be mistaken as one of those fresh-faced modern day missionaries—recruited at only THE best
Ivy League universities and exclusive liberal arts colleges by Teach for America—who, with a summer!s “training,” are sent off to
the schools to spend a few years saving poor people? In these versions, teaching is the gendered province of the duped, the
naïve, the do-gooders, not an arena of social ferment and radical change. How is it that teaching and organizing like a girl or a
woman does not evoke the riotous experiences of outspoken activist teachers—from Ellen Gates Starr and Margaret Haley, on
through to Septima Clark, Mary Church Terrell and more?
We must reclaim the radical, social justice-oriented, lady teacher and her sissy colleagues. What the hero-hugging, girl-hating
versions of teaching in pop culture obscure is the daily work for change, labor that is often messy and unheroic. To be of use, as
Marge Piercy writes, when the “the work of the world is common as mud,” consists, in large part, of showing up and following
through, and sometimes, getting out of the way. What rida critical pedagogues obscure is organizing, and movements for social
change, within—and not outside of—public culture. What happens in public schools is linked to the economy; what happens in
classrooms is shaped by housing and healthcare. In other words, the problem with the pedagogy in public schools isn!t really that
it!s not critical enough, or that teachers are wankstas. It!s that all that is public, including schools, is under attack.
Education in the US has always been about sorting and sifting, creating populations that are disposable, superfluous, and
designated for low-wage employment. It continues to be a battle to challenge this reality as it persists and takes new forms—from
the residential schooling movement, to selective enrollment and charter schools—and to expose and intervene in how race,
gender, class, sexuality, nationality, ability and more matter, desperately, in the culling of our children. And Lone Ranger critical

pedagogues with a quick draw, but ultimately flaccid pedagogical prescriptions, aren!t going to solve those problems—or at least,
not alone.
While we have no solutions but keeping eyes and ears open, and as Allen Ginsberg said, putting our “queer shoulder[s] to the
wheel,” we argue that the work we need to do is all together, focused on preserving what is still public, in coalition with other
people who are willing to show up. This is never dour work, but rather the opposite: chaotic, energizing, and overflowing with the
pleasure of connectivity. Our labor, we predict, will often be unacknowledged; it!s likely that no names will get attached to this
project. To teach and organize like a girl, we think, is to be willing to do what feels awkward, to ask uncomfortable questions, to be
absolutely wrong, to find out, and still to stay. And then be to willing to show up again. And again. How like a girl; how necessary
now.

This is a co-authored work with equal contributions from each of us and no first author. The order in which we are listed is based
on a rotation we use in our collaborations on publications.
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Why Doesn’t This
Feel Empowering?
Working Through the Repressive
Myths of Critical Pedagogy

ELIZABETH ELLSWORTH
Universi~yof Wisconsin, Madison

Elizabeth Ellsworthfinds that critical pedagogy, as represented in her review of the literature, has developed along a highly abstract and utopian line which does not necessarily sustain the daily workings of the education its supporters advocate. The author maintains that
the discourse of critical pedagogy is based on rationalist assumptions that give rise to repressive myths. Ellsworth argues that ~fthese assumptions, goals, implicit power dynamics,
and issues of who produces valid knowledge remain untheorized and untouched, critical
pedagogues will continue to perpetuate relations of domination in their classrooms.
The author paints a complex portrait of the practice of teachingfor liberation. She reflects
on her own role as a White middle-class woman and professor engaged with a diverse group
of students developing an antiracist course. Grounded in a cleart~yarticulated political
agenda and her experience as a feminist teacher, Ellsworthprovides a critique of “empowerment,” b~tudentvoice,” “dialogue,” and ‘kritical reflection” and raises provocative issues
about the nature of action for social change and knowledge.
In the spring of 1988, the University of Wisconsin-Madison was the focal point
of a community-wide crisis provoked by the increased visibility of racist acts and
structures on campus and within the Madison community. During the preceding
year, the FIJI fraternity had been suspended for portraying racially demeaning
stereotypes at a “Fiji Island party,” including a 15-foot-high cutout of a “Fiji
native,” a dark-skinned caricature with a bone through its nose. On December 1,
1987, the Minority Affairs Steering Committee released a report, initiated and researched by students, documenting the university’s failure to address institutional
racism and the experiences of marginalization of students of color on campus. The
report called for the appointment of a person of color to the position of vice chancellor of ethnic minority affairs/affirmative action; effective strategies to recruit
harvard Educational Review Vol.59 No. 3 August 1989
Copyright © by President and Fellows of Harvard College
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we “worked hrough and out of th-~literatu ‘Cs h’ghly ab-tract arguage “myths”)
of who v-c “should’ 1w, an vha “. hould ba happening r. our c assroo n. an I ‘nto
classroom practices that were context spec fic and ‘cc ned
be much mo e responsive to our own understandings of our social dentities and ‘ituations.
This art dc concludes by addressing the implica ions of the classroom practices
we constructed ‘a ‘esponse o racis”r in the university’s curr’cu um, pedagogy
ann everyday Ii ‘e. Speci icall’ it challenges educational scholars who situate
hemseives wi hin the field of c ‘Pica] pedagogy to come to grips vith Pc fundamental issues this work has naised—esoecially the ques ‘o , What c.iversi y do we
sIlence in the nan e of “liberatory’ pedagogy?
Pedagogy and Po itical Interventions on Carrpus
The nation-wide eruption in 1987—1988 3 ‘racis vJalencc n en’ urunities and o”
campuses, includ’ng the Uni -enmity o Wisconsin-Mad’son, per ade’l the context
in which Curriculun s and Instruct on 607, “Media and Ant’-Racist Pedag gics
was planned an facilitated. The increased visib’li y of racism in Mad son was also
partly due to the UW Minority S udent Coalition’s successful documentation o,
the UW system’s resistance to and its fai ure to address monoculturalisn in the
curriculum to recruit and retain students and professors of color, and to allevia e
the campus culture’s insensitivity or nostility to cultural and racial diversity.
At the time that I began to construe, a description of C&I 607, s udents of color
had documented the extent of their racial harassment and alienation on campus.
Donna Shalala the newly appointed feminis charce Ion of UW-Mad’son nad in5
vited faculty and car pus groups o take .,hein o vn in,tiatives against racism on
campus, I had just served on a univcrs’ty committee Uvcstigaring an incident of
racial harassment against ore o ‘my students. I ‘antcd to design a course in n edia
and pedagogy that would not only ork to clarify the str ictures of ins ‘ ution
racism underlying university pract’ces and ts culture in spring 1988 ou that
would also use that understanding o plan ‘ nd carry out a polit ca inter cc Pon
0
within that formation. This class would no debate she h” or not racist s ructures
and prac ices ‘ce-em opera ing at ate u sive’si”y ra he”, it isOatci investigate Pots’
they operated, aith chat effects and contrad’c ions—and where they were u ncrable to political opposition. The co rae concluded v i h publ’c interventions on
campus, which I v’il describe a e’. For my purposes here, he mm. mportan
inter ‘uption of existing oower re ation wi Pin the university consisted of transforming business-as-usual—that is, preva ‘ g social rela ons—in a un ers
classroom.
Before ‘he spring of 1938, I had used th” language of en ‘cal pedagogy in cour.,e
descriptions and w’th stu den s For example, syllabi in the video produ ‘tion or
education cou ‘ses stated that go is U’ the courses included he produc or, o
“socia ly respons~b1c’ ideo aoes P c ~o’tering of “critical product on’ practices
and “cnit’c
e’cpt’o
irs a a s’ ‘ cf ed ‘a ‘ a v dcoapc
Sillab ‘ the
media cr em sm con’ es t ted t at ‘ , ould focus s ‘r ticol ,-‘ied’a se a ~d an’
vsis ir the classroorr’ and the pote t’al of media
‘
t ii eduea :or
Students
ofter asked what v as rr cant by critica —c’ ical of what from vI at ~05 non to
2
what end —and refe red ci’ to an’we pro ided i-i the itcraturc For
am-

pie, critical pedagogy supported classroom analysis and rejection of oppression,
injustice, inequality, silencing of marginalized voices, and authoritarian social
3
structures. Its critique was launched from the position of the “radical” educator
who recognizes and helps students to recognize and name injustice, who empowers students to act against their own and others’ oppressions (including oppressive school structures), who criticizes and transforms her or his own understanding
4
in response to the understandings of students. The goal of critical pedagogy was
a critical democracy, individual freedom, social justice, and social change—a revitalized public sphere characterized by citizens capable of confronting public
5
issues critically through ongoing forms of public debate and social action. Students would be empowered by social identities that affirmed their race, class, and
6
gender positions, and provided the basis for moral deliberation and social action,
The classroom practices of critical educators may in fact engage with actual, historically specific struggles, such as those between students of color and university
administrators, But the overwhelming majority of academic articles appearing in
major educational journals, although apparently based on actual practices, rarely
locate theoretical constructs within them. In my review of the literature I found,
instead, that educational researchers who invoke concepts of critical pedagogy
consistently strip discussions of classroom practices of historical context and political position. What remains are the definitions cited above, which operate at a
high level of abstraction, I found this language more appropriate (yet hardly more
helpful) for philosophical debates about the highly problematic concepts of freedom, justice, democracy, and “universal” values than for thinking through and
planning classroom practices to support the political agenda of C&I 607,
Given the explicit antiracist agenda of the course, I realized that even naming
C&I 607 raised complex issues, To describe the course as “Media and Critical
Pedagogy,” or “Media, Racism, and Critical Pedagogy,” for example, would be
to hide the politics of the course, making them invisible to the very students I was
trying to attract and work with — namely, students committed or open to working
against racism. I wanted to avoid colluding with many academic writers in the
widespread use of code words such as “critical,” which hide the actual political
agendas I assume such writers share with me—namely, antiracism, antisexism,
anti-elitism, anti-heterosexism, anti-ableism, anticlassism, and anti-neoconservatism,
I say “assume” because, while the literature on critical pedagogy charges the
teacher with helping students to “identify and choose between sufficiently articu7
lated and reasonably distinct moral positions,” it offers only the most abstract,
Some of the more representative writing on this point can he found in Michelle Fine, “Silencing
in the Public Schools,” Language Ants, 64 (1987), 157-174; Henry A. Giroux, “Radical Pedagogy and
the Politics of Student Voice,” Interchange, 17 (1986), 48—69; and Roger Simon, “Empowerment as
a Pedagogy of Possibility,” Language Arts, 64 (1987), 370—382.
See Henry A. Giroux and Peter McLaren, “Teacher Education and the Politics of Engagement:
The Case fOr Democratic Schooling,” Harvard Educational Review, 56 (1986), 2 13—238; and Ira Shor
and Paulo Freire, “What is the ‘Dialogical Method’ of Teaching?” Journal of Education, 169 (1987),
11-31,
Shor and Freire, “What is the ‘Dialogical Method’?” and Henry A, Giroux, “.Literacy and the
Pedagogy of Voice and Political Empowerment,” Educatisnal Theory, 38 (1988), 61—75,
Daniel P. Liston and Kenneth M, Zeichner, “Critical Pedagogy and Teacher Education,”Jsurnal
of Education, 169 (1987), 117—137.
Liston and Zeichner, “Critical Pedagogy,” p. 120,
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decontextualized criteria for choosing one position over others, criteria such as
“reconstructive action”8 or “radical democracy and social justice.”9 To rej.ect the
term “critical pedagogy” and name the course “Media and Anti-Racist Pedagogies”
was to assert that students and faculty at UW-Madison in the spring of 1988 were
faced with ethical dilemmas that called for political action, While a variety of
“moral assessments” and political positions existed about the situation on campus,
this course would attempt to construct a classroom practice that would act on the
sic/c of antiracism. I wanted to be accountable for naming the political agenda behind this particular course’s critical pedagogy.
Thinking through the ways in which our class’s activities could be understood
as political ss’as important, because while the literature states implicitly or explicitly that critical pedagogy is political, there have been no sustained research
attempts to explore whether or how the practices it prescribes actually alter specific
power relations outside on inside schools. Further, when educational researchers
advocating critical pedagogy fail to provide a clear statement of their political
agendas, the effect is to hide the fact that as critical pedagogues, they are in fact
seeking to appropriate public resources (classrooms, school supplies, teacher/professor salaries, academic requirements and degrees) to further various “progressive” political agendas that they believe to be for the public good—and therefore
deserving of public resources. But however good the reasons for choosing the strategy of subverting repressive school structures from within, it has necessitated the

use of code words such as “critical,” “social change,” “revitalized public sphere,”
and a posture of invisibility. As a result, the critical education “movement” has
failed to develop a clear articulation of the need for its existence, its goals, priorities, risks, or potentials. As Liston and Zeichner argue, debate within the critical
education movement itself over what constitutes a radical or critical pedagogy is
sorely needed.’°
By prescribing moral deliberation, engagement in the full range of views present, and critical reflection, the literature on critical pedagogy implies that students
and teachers can and should engage each other in the classroom as fully rational
subjects. According to Valerie Walkerdine, schools have participated in producing
“self-regulating” individuals by developing in students capacities for engaging in
rational argument. Rational argument has operated in ways that set up as its
opposite an irrational Other, which has been understood historically as the province of women and other exotic Others. In schools, rational deliberation, reflection, and consideration of all viewpoints has become a vehicle for regulating conflict and the power to speak, for transforming “conflict into rational argument by
means of universalized capacities for language and reason,’°1 But students and
professor entered C&J 607 with investments of privilege and struggle already
made in favor of some ethical and political positions concerning racism and
against other positions. The context in which this course was developed highZeichner, “Critical Pedagogy,” p. 127.
Ciroux, “Literacy and the Pedagogy of Voice,” p. 75.
‘° Liston and Zeichner, “Critical Pedagogy,” p. 128.
~ Valerie Walkerdine, “On the Regulation of Speaking and Silence: Subjectivity, Class, and Gender in Contemporary Schooling,” in Language, Gender, and 6’hildhood, ed. Carolyn Steedman, Cathy
Urwin, and Valerie Walkerdine (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1985), p. 205.
Liston and
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4
in the dominant culture.’ As long as educators define pedagogy against oppressive formations in these ways the role of the critical pedagogue will be to guarantee
that the foundation for classroom interaction is reason. In other wards, the critical
pedagogue is one who enforces the rules of reason in the classroom — “a series of
rules of thought that any ideal rational person might adopt if his/hen purpose was
5
to achieve propositions of universal validity.” Under these conditions, and given
the coded nature of the political agenda of critical pedagogy, only one “political”
gesture appears to be available to the critical pedagogue. S/he can ensure that students are given the chance to arrive logically at the “universally valid proposition”
underlying the discourse of critical pedagogy — namely, that all people have a right
to freedom from oppression guaranteed by the democratic social contract, and that

in the classroom, this proposition be given equal time vis-à-vis other “sufficiently

6
articulated and reasonably distinct moral positions.”
Yet educators who have constructed classroom practices dependent upon analytic critical judgment can no longer regard the enforcement of rationalism as a selfevident political act against relations of domination. Literary criticism, cultural
studies, post-stnuctuaalism, feminist studies, comparative studies, and media
studies have by now amassed overwhelming evidence of the extent to which the
myths of the ideal rational person and the “universality” of propositions have been
oppressive to those who are not European, White, male, middle class, Christian,
17
able-bodied, thin, and heterosexual,
Writings by many literary and cultural critics, both women of colon and White women who are concerned with explaining
the intersections and interactions among relations of racism, colonialism, sexism,
and so forth, are now employing, either implicitly on explicitly, concepts and
analytical methods that could be called feminist poststnuctuaalism.” While poststructuralism, like rationalism, is a tool that can be used to dominate, it has also
facilitated a devastating critique of the violence of rationalism against its Others.
It has demonstrated that as a discursive practice, nationalism’s regulated and systematic use of elements of language constitutes national competence “as a series of
exclusions— of women, people of color, of nature as historical agent, of the true
59
value of ant.” In contrast, poststnuctunalist thought is not bound to reason, but
“to discourse, literally narratives about the world that are admittedly partial. Indeed, one of the crucial features of discourse is the intimate tie between knowledge
and interest, the latter being understood as a ‘standpoint’ from which to grasp
‘reality.’ “20

Giroux and McLaren, “Teacher Education and the Politics of Engagecnent,” ~ 229.
Stanley Aronowitz, “Postmodernism and Politics,” Social Text, 18 (Winter, 1987/88), 99—115,
° Liston and Zeichner, “Critical Pedagogy,” p. 120.
~ For an excellent theoretical discussion and demonstration of the explanatory power of this approach, seejulian Henniques, Wendy Hollway, Cathy Urwin, Couze Venn, and Valerie Walkerdine,
Changing the Subject: Psychology, Social Regulation, and Subjectivity (New York: Methuen, 1984); Gloria
Anzaldua, Borderlands/La Frontera, The New Mestiza (San Francisco: Spinsters/Aunt Lute, 1987);
Theresa de Laureti,, ed., Feminist Studies/Critical Studies (Bloomington: Indiana University Press,
1986); Hal Foster, ad,, Discussions in Contemporary Culture (Seattle: Bay Press, 1987); Chris Weedon,
Feminist Practice and Poststracturalist Theory (New York: .Sasil Blackwell, 1987).
“ Weedon, Feminist Practice and Poststructuralist Theory,
°

° Aronowitz, “Postmodernism and Politic,,” p. 103,

Aronowitz, “Postmodernism and Politics,” p. 103,
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The literature on critical pedagogy implies that the claims made by documents,
demonstrations, press conferences, and classroom discussions of students of colon
and White students against racism could rightfully be taken up in the classroom
and subjected to national deliberation over their truth in light of competing claims.
But this would force students to subject themselves to the bogics of rationalism and
scientism which have been predicated on and made possible through the exclusion
of socially constructed irrational Others—women, people of colon, nature, aesthetics. As Audre Lorde writes, “The master’s tools will never dismantle the
2
mast.en’s house,” ’ and to call on students of colon to justify and explicate their
claims in teams of the master’s tools—tools such as nationalism, fashioned precisely
to perpetuate their exclusion—colludes with the oppressor in keeping “the op22
pressed occupied with the master’s concerns.”
As Barbara Christian describes it:
the literature of people who are not in power has always been in dangea-of-extunction or cooptation, not because we do not theorize, but because what we can even
imagine, far less who we can reach, is constantly limited by societal structures.
For me, literary criticism is promotion as well as understanding, a response to the
writer to wham there is often no response, to folk who need the writing as much
as they need anything. I know, from literary history, that waiting disappears unless there is a response to it. Because I write about writers who are now writing,
23
I hope to help ensure that their tradition has continuity and survives.
In contrast to the enforcement of rational deliberation, but like Christian’s promotion and response, my role in C&I 607 would be to interrupt institutional limits
on how much time and energy students of color, White students, and professors
against racism could spend on elaborating their positions and playing them out
to the point where internal contradictions and effects on the positions of other
social groups could become evident and subject to self-analysis.
With Barbara Christian, I saw the necessity to take the voices of students and
24
professors of difference at their word—as “valid”—but not without response. Students’ and my own narratives about experiences of racism, ableism, elitism, fat
oppression, sexism, anti-Semitism, heterosexism, and soon are partial—partial in
the sense that they are unfinished, imperfect, limited; and partial in the sense that
they project the interests of “one side” oven others. Because those voices are partial
and partisan, they must be made problematic, but not because they have broken
the rules of thought of the ideal rational person by grounding their knowledge in
2
immediate emotional, social, and psychic experiences of oppression, ’ on are
26
somehow lacking on too narrowly circumscribed,
Rather, they must be critiqued
because they hold implications for other social movements and their struggles for
Audre Lorde, Sister Outsider (New York: The Crossing Press, 1984), p. 112.
Lorde, Sister Outsider, p. 112.
° Christian, “The Race for Theory,” p. 63.
24 For a discussion of the thesis of the “epistemic privilege of the oppressed,” see Uma Narayan,
“Working Together Across Difference: Some Considerations on Emotions and Political Practice,”
Hypatia, 3 (Summer, 1988), 31—47.
~‘ For an excellent discussion of the relation of the concept of “experience” to feminism, essentialism, and political action, see Linda Alcoff, “Cultural Feminism versu, Post-Structuralism: The Identity Crisis in Feminist Theory,” Signs, 13 (Spring, 1988), 405—437.
26 Narayan, “Working Together Across Difference,” pp. 31-47.
°
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racism, fat oppression, classism, ableism, or sexism. No teacher is free of these
learned and inte.rnalized appressions. Nor are accounts of one group’s suffering
and struggle immune from reproducing narratives oppressive to another’s — the
racism of the Women’s Movement in the United States is one example.
As I argued above, “emancipatory authority” also implies, according to Shor
and Faeine, a teachea who knows the abject of study “better” than do the students,
Yet I did not understand racism better than my students did, especially those students of color doming into class after six months (on mane) of campus activism and
whale lives of experience and struggle against racism — nor could I ever hope to.
My experiences with and access to multiple and sophisticated strategies for interpaeting and interrupting sexism (in White middle-class contexts) do not provide
me with a ready-made analysis of or language for understanding my awn im.plicadons in racist structures. My understanding and experience of racism w’iil always
be constrained by my white skin and middle-class privilege. Indeed, it is impassible for anyone to be free from these oppressive formations at this historical
moment. Fuatheamore, while I had the institutional power and authority in the
classroom to enforce “reflective examination” of the plurality of moral and political
positions before us in a way that supposedly gave my own assessments equal
weight with those of students, in fact my institutional role as professor would
always weight my statements differently from those of students.
Given my own history of white-skin, middle-class, able-bodied, thin privilege
and my institutionally granted power, it made mane sense to see my task as one
of redefining “critical pedagogy” so that it did not need utopian moments of
“democracy,” “equality,” “justice,” or “emancipated” teachers—moments that are
unattainable (and ultimately undesirable, because they are always predicated an
the interests of those who arc in Cc position to define utopian projects). A prefer’
able goal seemed to be to became capable of a sustained encounter with currently
oppressive formations and power relations that refuse to be theorized away an fully
tanascended in a utopian resolution — and to eaten into the encounter in a way that
owned up to my awn implications in those formations and was capable of changing
my awn relation to and investments in those formations.

The Repressive Myth of the Silent Other
At first glance, the concept of “student voice” seemed to offer a pedagogical strategy in this direction. This concept has became highly visible and influential in
current discussions of curriculum and teaching, as evidenced by its appeananee in
the titles of numerous presentations at the 1989 American Educational Research
Association Convention. Within current discourses on teaching, it functions to
efface the contradiction between the emancipataay project of critical pedagogy and
the hierarchical relation between teachers and students. In other words, it is a strategy for negotiating between the dinectiveness of dominant educational relationships and the political commitment to make students autonomous of those adationships (how does a teacher “make” students autonomous without diaceting
them?). The discourse an student voice sees the student as “empowened” svhen the
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4
teacher “helps” students to express their subjugated knowledges. ’ The targets of
this strategy are students from disadvantaged and subordinated social class, racial,
ethnic and gender groups — on alienated middle-class students without access to
skills of critical analysis, whose voices have been silenced or distorted by oppressive cultural and educational formations. By speaking, in their “authentic voices,”
students are seen to make themselves visible and define themselves as authors of
the’n own world, Such self-definition presumably gives students an identity and
44
political position from which to act as agents of social change, Thus, while it is
true that the teachen is directive, the student’s own daily life experiences of oppression chant her/his path toward self-definition and agency, The task of the critical
educator thus becomes “finding ways of working with students that enable the full
4
expression of multiple ‘voices’ engaged in dialogic encounter,” ’ encouraging students of different race, class, and gender positions to speak in self-affirming ways
about their experiences and how they have been mediated by their own social positions and those of others.
Within feminist discourses seeking to provide both a place and power for women
to speak, “voice” and “speech” have become commonplace as metaphors for
women’s feminist self-definitions—but with meanings and effects quite different
from those implied by discourses of critical pedagogy, Within feminist movements, women’s voices and speech are conceptualized in terms of self-definitions
tnat are oppositional to those definitions of women constructed by others, usually
to serve interests and contexts that subordinate women to men, But while critical
educators acknowledge the existence of unequal power relations in classrooms,
they have made no systematic examination of the barriers that this imbalance
throws up to the kind of student expression and dialogue they prescribe,
The concept of critical pedagogy assumes a commitment on the part of the professor/teacher toward ending the student’s oppression, Yet the literature offers no
sustained attempt to problematize this stance and confront the likelihood that the
professor brings to social movements (including critical pedagogy) interests of her’
on his own race, class, ethnicity, gender, and other positions, S/he does not play
46
the role of disinterested mediator on the side of the oppressed group.
As an
Anglo, middle-class professor in C&I 607, I could not unproblematically “help” a
student of colon to find her/his authentic voice as a student of color. I could not
unproblematically “affiliate” with the social groups my students represent and interpret their experience to them. In fact, I brought to the classroom privileges and
intdrests that were put at risk in fundamental ways by the demands and defiances
of student voices. I brought a social subjectivity that has been constructed in such
a way Cat I have not and can never participate unproblematically in the collective
process of self-definition, naming of oppression, and struggles for visibility in the

~ Shor and Freire, - \‘hat is the ‘Dialogical Method’ of Teaching?” p. 30; Liston and Zeichner,
“Critical Pedagogy,” p. 1.,2,
~ Simer “E,mpoo ermenu as a Pedagogy of Possibility,” p. 80,
Siuron “Emp’werment as a Pedagogy of Possibility,” p. 375.
46 Aronowitz “Pos modemnisns and Politics” p. 111,
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theory of critical pedagogy, they reproduce, b~ default the categaa a’ generic
“critical teacher’ — a spcc’fic 0mm of the gencauc human that undeal es c’assucal
liberal thought. Like the generic human the geaen’c critical enchen i nsa , a
course, generic at all. Rather, the term defines a discursive categamy predica ed
an the current mythical norm, namely: young, White Chriv,ian nidc,le’c ass
heterosexual, able-bodied, thin, national man, Gender race, class and other dii’
fenences became anuy variations an on ndclit an’ to he gen”aic human— ‘un’I’aneath, we are all the same ~ But voices am s udents and professor of d :~erene
solicited by crutical pedagogy are not adautmons to that no,m, but appas’ a 2 eisa
lenges that acquire a dismantling of the in th cal nor a anti Its use as veli as a, e
natives to i There has been no cansideant on of how voice of, ha cx sple,
hite
women, students of color, disabled a udert’,
su e men against nmns’u u s st etA’
2
tune, and fat students will necessarily be constructed in app a an
-, c
enehea/
institution vhen they try to change he powea imba anees they m hab.t
the
daily lives, including their lives in se aa a
Critical pedagogues speak of student soices as ‘ aa,ng’ th ma xoe men cc ‘ad
understandings a’ oppression with other students and svu is th tca ‘he’ a th
tenest of “expanding the passibusitues a’ what u u’ a be humr an ‘48 Yni Wa ~e
v’amen, women of color, men of colon, \/Thuoc ,ner against ma cul ‘ culture at
people, gay men and lesbians, peop e with disabilities and T si’s d no speak a
the oppressive formations that condition their uves in the spirit of “ sa g
4
Rather, the speech of oppositional groups is a talking back, a ‘defiant speech’ °
that is constructed within communities ou resistance and i’ a eoaditio s a’s a a al.
In C&I 607, the defiant speech of studcn,s no prosessam of diffcaeree
a’
toted fundamental challenges to and aejec ions a t c voices of a
cla sm’s e
and a’cn e~hc pr ~
Pea’ ~x
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em
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to name hen expenience of ancism, a Chicana student had to define hen voice in
pant through apposition to— and rejection of— definitions of”Chicana” assumed or
taken for granted by other student/professor voices in the classroom, And in the
context of protests by students of colon against racism on campus, hen voice had
to be constructed in opposition to the institutional racism of the university’s curriculum and policies — which were represented in part by my discourses and actions
as Anglo-American, middle-class woman professor, Unless we found a way to respond to such challen.ges, our academic and political work against racism would
be blocked. This alone is a reason for finding ways to express and engage with student voices, one that distances itself from the abstract, philosophical reasons implied by the literature on critical pedagogy when it fails to contextualize its projects. Furthermore, grounding the expression of and engagement with student
voices in the need to construct contextualized political strategies rejects both the
voyeuristic relation that the literature reproduces when the voice of the professor
is not problematized, and the instrumental role critical pedagogy plays when student voice is used to inform more effective teaching strategies.
The lessons learned from feminist struggles to make a difference through defiant
speech offer both useful critiques of the assumptions of critical pedagogy and starting points for moving beyond its repressive myths.’°Within feminist movements,
self-defining feminist voices have been understood as constructed collectively in
the context of a larger feminist movement or women’s manginalized subcUltures,
Feminist voices are made possible by the interactions among women within and
across race, class, and other differences that divide them. These voices have never
been solely or even primarily the result of a pedagogical interaction between an
individual student and a teacher. Yet discourses of the pedagogy of empowerment
consistently position students as individuals with only the most abstract of relations to concrefe confexts of struggle. In their writing about critical pedagogy,
educational nesetAcherd consistently place teachers/professors at the center of the
consciousness-raising activity. For example, McLaaen describes alienated middleclass youth in this way:
.these students do not recognize their own self-representation and suppression
by the dominant society, and in our vitiated learning environments they are not
provided with the requisite theoretical constructs to help them understand why
they feel as badly as they do. Because teachers lack a critical pedagogy, these students are not provided with the ability to think critically, a skill that would enable
them to better.understand why their lives have been reduced to feelings of meaningless, randomness, and alienation. . .

In contrast, .many students came into “Media and Anti-Racist Pedagogies” with
oppositional voices already’ formulated within various antinacism and other movements. These movements had not necessarily relied on intellectualslteachers to
interpret their goals and programs to themselves or to others.
Current writing by many feminists working from. antinacism and feminist poststructuralist perspectives recognize that any individual woman’s politicized voice

s~Bell Hooks, Talking Back: Thinkiog Feminist, Thinking Black (Boston: South End Press, 1989),
~‘

Peter McLaren, Ljfe in Schools (New York: Longman, 1989).
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f’culty in speaking, because of the v ni-s ‘a wh cis discussions cnl’cd up their mult’ple and contaadic,oay so ‘ml positioning’ Vomen found t difficult to prioritize
expressions of racal privilege a sd oppression when such oriarutizing threatened
to perpetuate their gender oppre sian Among international studen s, both those
who were of color and those who were White found it difficu,t to join their voices
with those of U.S. students of color when it meant a subondination of their oppressions as people living under U.S. imperialist policies and as students for whom
English was a second language. Asian American women uound it diff cult to join
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and c ass hf-mae . t us wor is quoting Bel’ hooks at length abou the “iction 01 the
u eace a subo d’nated groups
With’n fems sist circle ilence ‘s ofte ‘een as the sexist de’ined ‘right speech of
v manhood”— he ugn of ‘oman’s subm’ssuon to patniarcha authority. This
emphasis o
oman’s alIenee may be an accura e remembering of what has taken
place in he households of women from ‘ASP backgrounds in the U ii ed States
but in B ‘sck con mun ties and in other divease e hnic cammuni ies) vomen hare
no. be n si eat, Their voices can be heard Certainly for Black omen our a ruggle F as not been a emerge Sam silence to ‘peech but to change the nature and
direction of our spec is, To make a speech ha compe s listeners, one hat is
heard. , , D alogue the ‘haring a’ speech and recogni ion, took place no beveen another and child or mother and male authority figure but wi is a her Black
women. I can me acurber watchung, fascinated. as our mother talked with her
an a her sisters, ad won’en ‘ruends, he in imacy and intensi y of their speech —
he sa iaf etion t s ‘y received from talking a one anotl’ ‘r the pleasure, the joy.
sins in oh’s s arld of woman speech. loud talk, angr, words, vorsen with
tan gu”~ harp, tea der sv’ee ongu s touching our v’orld with their words, tha
T made spee’h my birthright— and he right to voice, to authorship, a privilege
I wou d rat be denied It wa in that world and because of it that I came to dream
53
of w’ri ing, to write.
White women, men and women of color, impoverished people, people with disabil’ Ac’, gays and lesbians, are am silenced in the sense implIed by the literature
on critical pedagogy They just are not talking in their authentic voices, or they
are dechring/aefusing to talk at all. to critical educators who have been unable to
acknowledge tF e presence of kno ~vledges that are challenging and most likely inaccessible o their o va social pos’tions V sat they/v’e say, o whom, in wisa con2
text. depending on the energy hey/we ha c for the stnugg e on a particular day,
is the result of conscious and unconscious assessments of he po em re ations and
safety of the s’tuatuon,
As I understand it at the urom”nt s’isat got said—and ho v—in our class was
the product of highly complex stmategizing for the ‘ismubility that speech gives without giving up the safety of sf-ercc. More than that, it was a highly camp cx negotiation of the eolituica of anow’ng and being known Tis ags v’ere Ic unsaid, on
they were encoded on the basis of sneakers’ conscious and unconse’ous assessments of the ni ks and costs of disclosing their understandings of tF e asel es and
o ‘others. To visat extent had students occupying socially constructed positions of
privilege at a particular moment risked being knov’n by students secuoymng so7
cially constructed posi ions of subordination at the same moment’ To what extent
had students ma those positions of pm vilege relinquished the secu ‘i y and privilege
5
of being the knos ‘er?
A ong as the itenature on cmi mcal pedagogy fai a t come to gmmos vutis issues
0
of rust risk and the opera ions of fen’ and desire an und such i’sues of ‘dentity
1
ann pni’ I a in ‘,~“ esaas a ‘
a a Cr a, oH ~o s ~“~s e r
~0 fib oo ,oonr
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deep-seated, self-interested investments in unjust relations of, for example, gen55
der, ethnicity, and sexual orientation.
These investments are shamed by both
teachers and students, yet the literature on critical pedagogy has ignored its asvn
implications for the young, White, Christian, middle-class, heterosexual, ablebodied man/pedagogue that it assumes. Against such ignoring Mohanty argues
that to desire to ignore is not cognitive, but pemfommative. It is the incapacity or
56
refusal “to acknowledge one’s own implication in the information.”
“[Learning)
involves a necessary implication in the radical altenity of the unknown, in the de57
sire(s) not to know, in the process of this unresolvable dialectic.”
From Dialogue to Working Together across Differences
Because student voice has been defined as “the measures by which students and
55
teacher participate in dialogue,”
the foregoing critique has serious consequences
for the concept of “dialogmie” as it has been articulated in the literature on critical
pedagogy. Dialogue has been defined as a fundamental imperative of critical pedagogy and the basis of the democratic education that insures a democratic state.
Through dialogue, a classroom can be made into a public spiseme, a, locus of citizenship in which:
students and teachers can engage in a process of deliberation and discussion aimed
at advancing the public welfare in accordance with fundamental moral judgments
and principles. . . . School and classroom practices should, in same manner, be
organized around farms of learning whicls serve to prepare students for responsible roles as transformative intellectuals, as community members, and as critically
59
active citizens outside of schools.
Dialogue is offered as a pedagogical strategy for constructing these learning conditions, and consists of ground rules for classroom intenaction using language.
These rules include the assumptions that all members have equal opportunity to
speak, all members respect other members’ rights to speak and feel safe to speak,
and all ideas are tolerated and subjected to rational critical nssessmcnt against
fundamental judgments and momal principles. According to Henry Ginoux, in
order for dialogue to be possible, classroom participants must exhibit “trust, sham60
ing, and commitment to improving the quality of human life.” While the specific
form and means of social change and organization are open to debate, there must
be agreement around the goals of dialogue: “all voices and their differences become unified both in their efforts to identify and recall moments of human suffem6
ing and in their attempts to overcome conditions that perpetuate such suffering.” ’
However, for the reasons outlined above—the students’ and professor’s asym-

Aiken ci N,, “Trying Transformations,” p. 263,

Shoshana Felman, “Psychoanalysis and Education: Teaching Terminable and Interminable,”
Yale .Fnench Studies, 63 (1982), 2l—44,
~‘ 5, P. Mohanty, “Radical Teaching, Radical Theory: The Ambiguous Politics of Meaning,” in
Theory in the Glasarosm, ed, Cary N elson (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1986), p. 155,
ss Giroux and McLaren, “Teacher Education and the Politics of Engagement,” p. 235,
° Giroux and McLaren, “Teacher Education and the Politics of Engagement,” p- 237,
~° Giroux, “Literacy and the Pedagogy of Voice,” p. 72,
~‘ Giroux, “Literacy and the Pedagogy of Voice,” p. 72,
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me n n~po~o’0~ “‘al C ‘code ard pniviCg~—aImogue n isIs se use was oo h m
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0
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0
oos’ le ano undcs -able ‘a C& 607 In fact, he unu y of e “arts and vn ues onmoble a’ al y as umsed ha G noux as no any impossible but pa ntially meoacsa’ae ne well Gimoux’ fo ‘mu a faa dialogue acquires and nssun’es a classroom
of participants unified an he aude of the subordinated against the sub adiantors,
shnr’ng -ad ‘us ing In an “us-ness’ against isem-ness.’Tisia hr ruin - a to conmoat a’na ne
‘subord’nation present among classroom participants and ithin
cia aroom pa ‘tic’[ ants in the form of multiple and contradictory subjee p t’o a
Such a conception a d’nlogue invok s the “a too easy polemic that app sea a
‘nra to oeaptmntoma “ ‘a wis’cis a cond tion ‘am collective purpose amo ig “vietin a
62
is he desire for home, for synchrony, ‘on sameness. Biddy Martin and Chandra
Mohanty call for creating new forms of collective struggle that do not depend upon
the repmcs’mo ma and violence needed by “dialogue” based on and enforcing a harmony
crc is. They envi’ion cal ective stuggle that starts from an acknowled gemen hat “unit “— interpersonal, personal, and political — is necessarily fangme itnrv, unstable so given ho chosen and struggled for—but not on the basis
a’ ‘sameness 63
But despi e early rejection’ of fundamental tenets of dialogue, including the
usually unquest oned emancipatory potentials of national deliberation and “unity,”
we remained in the grip of other repressive fictions of classroom dialogue for most
a’ the semester. I expected that we would be able to ensure all members a safe
y~ace o ,,oeak, equal opportunity oO speal-, and equal power In influencing dccisuonmak’ng— and as a result, it would become clean what had to be done and why.
v’as on y at the end of the semester that I and the students recognized that we
had given thus myth the poavem to divert our attention and classroom practices
a ay ram avisa we needed to be dour g. Acting as if our classroom were a safe
pa-c ma wI’ uch democratic dialogue was possible and happening did not make it
so. I’ we ye e to respond to our contex and the social identities of the people in
m c assroo,a in avays that did not meonoduce the oppressive formations we were
trying to work against, w” needed clanmoomr practices that confronted the po ver
dynamics ‘aside and outside of oum classroom that made democratic dialogue impossible. During the as tsvo weeks of the ,emester, we reflected un c ass on our
group a p ocesa— sow v’e spoke to and/or silenced each other across our differen ‘es ho we d’v’ded abor, made decisions, and treated each a hen as visible
and/or invisible. As students had been doing with each other all along, I began
to have informal convemsatuons v his one or two students at a time who were cxre ac’ com n’tted on personal, politica , and academic levels to breaking through
the bammiema v had encountemed and understanding what had I’ npg ened during
he ‘emes er. These reflections and discussions led me to t se follow’ng conclusions.
Our classroom was no in fact a safe space fur’ students to speak out on ta k back
abou t se’r experience’ of oppression both inside and outside of the classroom. In
or class hese in ‘luded exper’ence, of being gay, lesbian, fa , women of colon
‘na ~
‘v”h
co ”
ni e ‘omen ‘s”” c’ng v’ F ~ c
co a’, men Os co’on
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64
working with White women and men. Things were not being said for a number
of reasons. These included fear of being misunderstood and/or disclosing too
much and becoming too vulnerable; memories of bad experiences in other contexts of speaking out; resentment that other oppressions (sexism, hetenosexism, fat
oppression, classism, anti-Semitism) were being marginalized in the name of
addressing racism—and guilt for feeling such resentment; confusion about levels
of trust and commitment surrounding those who were allies to another group’s
struggles; resentment by some students of colon for feeling that they were expected
to disclose “more” and once again take the burden of doing the pedagogic work
of educating White students/professor about the consequences of White middleclass privilege; and resentment by White students for feeling that they had to
prove they were not the enemy.
Dialogue in its conventional sense is impossible in the culture at large because
at this historical moment, power relations between raced, classed, and gendered
students and teachers are unjust. The injustice of these relations and the way in
which those injustices distort communication cannot be overcome in a classroom,
no matter how committed the teacher and students are to “overcoming conditions
that perpetuate suffering.” Conventional notions of dialogue and democracy
assume rationalized, individualized subjects capable of agreeing on univensalizable “fundamental moral principles” and “quality of human life” that become selfevident when subjects cease to be self-interested and particulanistic about group
rights. Yet social agents are not capable of being fully rational and disinterested;
and they are subjects split between the conscious and unconscious and among
multiple social positionings. Fundamental moral and political principles are not
absolute and universalizable, waiting to be discovered by the disinterested researcher/teacher; they are “established intersubjectively by subjects capable of in65
terpretation and reflection.”
Educational researchers attempting to construct
meaningful discourses about the politics of classroom practices must begin to
theorize the consequences for education of the ways in which knowledge, power,
and desire are mutually implicated in each other’s formations and deployments.
By the end of the semester, participants in the class agreed that commitment
to rational discussion about racism in a classroom setting was not enough to make
that setting a safe space for speaking out and talking back. We agreed that a safer
space required high levels of trust and personal commitment to individuals in the
class, gained in part through social interactions outside of class—potlucks, field
trips, participation in rallies and other gatherings. Opportunities to know’ the motivations, histories, and stakes of individuals in the class should have been planned

~ Discussions with students after the semester ended and comments from students and colleagues
on the draft of this article have led me to realize the extent to which some international students and
Jews in the class felt unable or not safe to speak about experiences of oppression inside and outside
of the class related to those identities, Anti-Semitism, economic and cultural imperialism, and the
rituals ofexclusion of international students on campus were rarely named and never fully elaborated
in the class, The classroom practices that reproduced these particular oppressive silences in C&I 607
must be made the focus of sustained critique in the follow-up course, C&I 800, “Race, Class, Gender,
and the Construction of Knowledge in Educational Media.”
John W. Murphy, “Computerization, Postmodern Epistemology, and Reading in the Postmodern Era,” Educational Theory, 38 (Spring, 1988), 175—182,

316

3
W7iy Doesn I Th’s F e Empowering
ELIZABETH ELL5v’ORTH

66
earsy in oisc semester.
Fur
enrro e ‘s/fL e souderoa/p~’ofessnrshoal-I hay h~”ed
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0
the burden of educating themselves about he c nsequcnces o their Yshi c-skin
privilege, and to facilitate tis’s the curriculum should have inciuded s’gn ficant
amounts of literature, films, and videos oy peop e 0’ dO or and White people
against racism — so that the students of colon involved in the class would not always
be looked to as “experts’ in racism on the situation on the campus.
Because all voices within the classroom are not and cannot carry equal legitimacy safety, and power in dialogue at this historical moment there are times
when the inequalities must be named and addressed by constructing ltemnative
ground rules for communica~ion.By the end of the semeste participants in C&I
607 began to recogrize that some social groups represented in the class had had
consistently more speaking time than others, Women, international students for
vhom English was a second language, and mixed groups sharing ideological and
political languages and per pectlves began to have very significant interactions
outside of class Informal, overlapping affinity groups formed and met unofficially
for the purpose of articulating and refining positions based on shared oppressuons,
ideological analyses, or interests. They shared grievances a000t the dynamics of
the larger group and performed reality checks for each other. Because they were
“unofficial” groups constituted on the spot in response to specific needs or simply
as a result of casual encounters outside of the classroom, alliances could be shaped
and reshaped as strategies in context.
The fact tha affinity groups did foam wlihin th larger group should nut b seer’
0
0
as a failure to construct a unity o’ voices and goals — a possibility unproblematically assumed and worked for in critical pedagogy. Rather, affinity groups were
necessary for working against the way current historical configurations of oppressions were reproduced in the class, They provided some participants vitis safer
home bases from which they gained support, important understandings, and a
language for entering the larger classroom interactions each week, Once we
acknowledged the existence, necessity, and value of these affinity groups, we began to see our task not as one of building democratic dialogue between free and
equal individuals, but of building a coalition among the multiple, shifting, ‘ntersecting, and sometimes contradictory groups carrying unequal weights of egutmmacy within the culture and the classroom. Haluway through the semester students renamed the class Coalition 607.
At the end of the semestet, we began to suspect that it vould have been appropriate for the large group to experiment with forms of communuca ion other than
dialogue. These could ha e brought the existence and results o affnity group in-

“ Lugores and Spelman assert that the only acceptable ma ivation for ollowink Otter, into their
worlds is friendship. Sell-interest is sot en ugh, because “the task at hand for ‘ou is one of ext aordinary difficu ty. It requires that you be willing to devote a great part of your life to it and that you
be willing to suffer a ienation and sd -disrupt’on, ,whatever the b aefits you may accrue from such
a jour ‘-y iney cannot b caner-ne “rouczt “or ~o~ssi mis tine ann ney or rot worta your ‘s’ni e
(‘Have We Got a Theory or You,’ o, 576). Theoretical or [oh ‘cal “obligmtion’ i ‘nappropr’ate, becans’ b put V h tessAnglos “in - morally ses nightea ‘ os’t’on ‘sad ss ites peop c o ‘olor v,,hicles
of reder sution for hose in power (p 58
“end sip, as an - pprapniate a sd acceptable ‘eondit’on’
under which oeople become allies in struggles that ‘re sot he’r ‘sin names my own experi nec and
has been met with enthusiasm by students.
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waetuo is a a am m at i ace ly on he arge group a undcmctnndinc’s and pracFor c amj i . m seemed that
e needed imes when one affinity group
v’o nen a olom, von’ ‘s and men of co a hr mists ~ lute men agains nnasc 1 nist eultu e, Wisin’ vomen, gays esbians could ‘speak out” and talk baca’
abou their cxper’cnce o~Coalitmon 607’s group process on the’a experience of
mc al, it ndem, on otis a ~njus uce on the campus v’i’ile the nes of he class listened
0
without interruption This would have ackno ‘ledged that ye vere not mnteract’nb
in class dialogue souely as individuals bu as members of anger social groups, vith
0
wison we shamed con’ man and also differing experiences of oppmessian - language
for naming, fighting and surviving tisa oppacasion, and a shamed sea sibility and
style. ‘Ihe differences among the affinity groups ttat composed the class made
cams sunicatia’a wIonin the clas a ‘m~o’ cruos-eCtuaal am cs’oss-subeuloua e~
change anther than tis Fe , a monal, den’ ocmatic exchange beta cen equas mnduvid’
oa]s ‘mplied ‘a entice] p 2d gogy ]iteraure
But I want to empisa’ize that this does not mean that discourses of students a’
duffe ‘ence weac taken up and suppoated unconditionally by the sselvcs and their
allies Theme had been ‘ntense consciousness-maising on the UW-Mad’son campus
be ween African American students Asian American s udents, Latino/n, Chicano a student’, Native ~menidan students, and men and ivomer o ‘color, about
the different ‘arms racism had taken across the campus, depending on ethnicity
and gender— and how no single group’s analysis could be adopted to cove all
other students of colon.
Early in the s~,n’estea,it became elena to somc in Con ition 607 ha some oft se
0 0
arti-rnc’sm discourses henad on campus sveme structured oy highly pmoblcmntie
gender politics and WI-ite omen and women of cc ‘could no adopt those discourses a their ov’a without under ‘utt’ng tfsci’ a ‘a at ‘uggles again t a xiasss on
campus and in their ommonities We began to define cc nh ‘on-bumldi sg not only
in cam’ of wisa ye sha cd—n con’ mutment to york again t ‘acusm—b t in teams
of vim we did not ahnmc—g’nder, sexual orientation, c hr cut . and a he’ di ‘fer
enc “a TI csc positions gave us different stakes i s, expemic sees of, and aerspec uves
on racism. These differ nees meant hat cad stmategv
considemed ‘am f’gis ‘ng
racism on campus had to be inteamegntea a- the ‘mol ca i a
?e d or struggles
against sexism, aa’ean , c i isa s, fat upu ess is ‘mu 50 10 is.
We ngaeed to a final amb’ en of the sceep abil’ -y cf den ands/nammat~ses by students o~color and our class a ac ‘ona on campus Pr pa ala wo m d be judged in
ligl’t o’our answers to is’s ques son. to what exten do au pa isical a mategica and
al ernative narratives aboat social dii emence suec—ed in a Ic ‘mating em npus racism
while a the annie time manngmn~not ‘o undercut a el’amts of a hem ocial greups
to win self-definition?
t ceo

A Pedagogy of the Uaknowablc
Like tis ‘n i ‘m”lunl toe ~n a t scm elves c
- ‘‘ni
gmoup oa’se’sed only pnmtma
anana u ‘e a t opp’ ssi as — pamti in ma he ‘ were aehCuntenea ed a sc p e cated on ti e ~xclu ‘Ca of tI e vo cc of oti n’ — and pa ‘ti-I ‘a the sea c ha the
men sing o’an india idua a or group experience is seve sd -my dent or comple e.
No one affinity group could e c’ eno v he exper en ‘es and knowledgea of otisem

Why’ Doesn’t This Feel Empowering?
ELIZABETH ELLSWORTH

affinity gmoups or the social positions that were not their own. Non can social subjects who are split between the conscious and unconscious, and cut across by multiple, intersecting, and contradictory subject positions, ever fully “know” their own
experiences. As a whole, Coalition 607 could never know with certainty whether
the actions it planned to take on campus would undercut the struggle of other social groups, or even that of its own affinity’ groups. But this situation was not a
failure; it was not something to overcome. Realizing that theme are partial narratives that some social groups or cultures have and othems can never know, but that
are necessary to human survival, is a condition to embrace and use as an opportunity to build a kind of social arid educational interdependency that recognizes
67
differences as “different strengths” and as “forces for change.”
In the words of
Audm’e Lorde, “Difference must be not merely tolerated, but seen as a fund of
necessary polarities between which our creativity can spark like a dialectic. Only
68
then does the necessity for inteadependency become unthreatening.”
In the end, Coalition 607 participants made an initial gesture toward acting out
the implications of the unknowable and the social, educational, and political interdependency that it necessitates. The educational interventions against racism that
we carried out on campus were put forth as Coalition 607’s statement about its
members’ provisional, partial understanding of racial oppression on the UW-..
Madison campus at the moment of its actions. These statements were not offered
with the invitation for audiences to participate in dialogue, but as a speaking out
from semiotic spaces temporarily and problematically contmolled by Coalition
60 7’s students, First, we took actions on campus by interrupting business-as-usual
(that is, social melations of racism, sexism, classism, Eurocentnism as usual) in the
public spaces of the library mall and administrative offices. (The mall is a frequent
site for campus pmtests, rallies, and graffiti, and was chosen for this reason.)
These interruptions consisted of three events.
At noon on April 28, 198.8, a street theater p.erformnnce on the library mall,
“Meet on the Street,” presented an ironic history of university attempts to coopt
and defuse the demands of students of color from the 1950s through the 1980s.
The affinity group that produced this event invited members of the university and
Madison communities who weme not in the class to participate. That night, after
dark, “Scaawl on the Mali” used of’emhead and movie projectors to project towering
images, text, and spontaneously written “graffiti” on the white walls of the main
campus library. Class members and passeasby dmew and wrote on tmanspamencies
for the purpose of decoastauctiag, defacing, and transforming racist discourses
and giving voice to peaspectives and demands of students of color and White students against racism. For example, students projected onto the library a page from
the administration’s official nesponse to the Minority Student Coalition demands,
and “edited” it to reveal how it failed to meet those demands. Thmougisobt the
semester, a third group of students intemmupted business-as-usual in the offices of
the student newspaper and university adnuiaistnatons by writing articles and holding interviews that challenged the university’s and the newspaper’s response to the
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ole ~ann’ is, c,udan a a en,o’
I hese t ace events dmsr pted oo yen ne a ions, F owevem tempoma ‘ly wi hun the
coatexto in a hid’ they occurred. S udeats f co or and Visite studen a against
racism opened up seas’o
spac” for discourses normally marginalized and silenced within the evemyday uses ,A the libmamy mal and administrators offices.
I’hey appa pniated means of discourse prado - a — overhead projecters. mucmophones, language n ages, ne vspapea articles — and controlled, however problematically, the teams in hid a ude s a of color and ancusm on campus would be
defined and mepresen ed within the specific ‘mes and spaces of is” events. They
n’ aoe available to other membema of the unive s’ty community, with unpredictable
and uncontrollable effects, n’scourses of an iracism that might otherwise have remained unavailable dustorted, more easily dismissed, or seeming’y irrelevan
Thus s ud”nts engaged in the political work of chang ng ma,enual conditions v’mtiss a public space, al ov u g the a to make visible and assert the legitimacy of them
own definitions, in their o vn terms of racism and anti-racism on the UV°
campus.
Each of the three action’ was defined by different affinity groups according to
differing priorities, languages of understanding and analysis, and levels of comfort
witn vam’ous kinds of public action. They were “unified” through their activity of
mutual critique support, and participation. as each group worked through, as
much as possible ways in which the others suppon ed on undercut its own understandIngs and objecives~Each affinity group brought its proposal for action to the
whole class to check out i s what ways that action might affect the other groups’
self-deft utmons, prior des and plans for action Each group asked the others for
various ypes of labor and support o implement its proposed action. During these
planning discuss ona, we concluded that he resul s oi’our interventions ould be
unpredictable and ur coat ollable, and deoendent upon the subject positions and
changing historical contexts of our audiences on the mall and in administrative
offices Ultimately, our interventions and tne process by which we arrived at them
had to make sense—both rationally and emotionall —to us, isoa’evea pnoblen’atidally we understand “making sense’ to be a political action. Our actions had to
make sense as interested interpretations and constant neavrmtings of ourselves in
relation to shifting interpemsonal and poli meal contexts. Our interpnetations had to
be based on attention to history to concrete expe’nences of oppression and to subjugated knowledges 69
Conclusuon
For me, what has become m re frightening than the unknown o unknowable, are
social, ~0 utical and educationa projects tha predicate and legitimate their
0
actions on the kind of ha w’ng that unde” ues current definitions of critical pedagogy In this sense cuament understandings and uses of “critical,” “empoavemment,”
“student voice,” and “dialogue are only sunfac” manifestations of deeper con mad’ ‘tuons i_s olvung pedagog ea both traditional and enituca . The Fund of knov mng
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I a’ “Cc’ ng tO is t’m n a’ eb bjects, ‘w’ose’, emrd “t”em’ are ~dds a be
kno ‘n a ultimate y kncwaCe ma he sense tf ‘ring ‘def’ae , de ‘nea ed cap1
,t ‘cd understood, explairel
-ad d’agn aed at a Ic ‘e a. dctenm’natuon ncv
accorded to the ‘knoaver” iserse ‘or himac f ~°
The expemience of Coalition 60~has left me wanting to hir k thmougis the implications of ‘on Coating uaknowab’lity. What avauld i mean o aceogn ze not mnly
tisa an ultiplmemty of knowiedges are present in the classroom as a result of the wa,’
duffenene” has been used to structure social relation inside and outside the classtm
moom, but that these knov’lcdges are contradictory. pamtma and imaedu~’be They
eanno, be made to nake sense’ —tFe cannot be kno ‘n a -cams o’ t e a age
master discourse of an educational pro ect a c mmaiculum on theoreti al fmamev oak
‘en tisa of critical peaagogv Wisa kind of e asamoom pmac ic are nade pm suble
and umpo amble ‘s’isen one a dam y group v m hin the “lass lava lived out and anna
at a curre stly usenul know’ledge’ about a pr icu n’ oporesssa’e or nation on campus, bu tIe professor and some of he other stud”n a car neve know o unde 2
s and that knowledge ma the ‘ame way
Visat practice ‘s en led c a wiser even the
combination of all par ial knowiedges in a classroom re/el ma yet another pnmtial
knov ing, defined by atmuctoming absences tisa mark the “emnom and oatl ing of
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any difference?”
What kinds of intendependencles between groups and individuals inside and outside of the classroo a wou’d recognize that em cry social, pol’tical. or educational project the class takes up locailv will already, at the momem
of its defissstion, lack a’uowledges sueeessar, to aluswca hi under qucstiumus of Imurnat,
survival and soc aljustic
What kind of educational projec could redefne “know0
ing” so that it so longe’ descr’bes the act’v’ties of hose in pa e” ‘who started to
speak, to speak alone and for e ‘eryone else on behalf of everyone
~ What
humid of educatiossnl project ‘ould med fine the silence of the unkno vable, freeing
F from the male-defined context of Absene” Lack as Fear and make of that
silence “a language of isa a ‘a” t a changes the nature and dine ‘tion of speech
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itself?
Whatever form it takes in the various, changing locally specific instance, of
classroom practices I unde ‘stand a classroom pmactuc’ of the u sknowable rigis
now to be one that v ould ‘uoport studeatsi professor mn tis never-ending “moving
about~Tnunis Minis-ha describes:
After all, she is his Inappropriate. d 0th a ‘s so m’ ‘ a about wi al ‘ays -t leas
two/fo r gestur’s: Fat of afirming “I am like ycu’ a hile ~0 nting ‘ sist n y
he difference and tint of reminding ‘I an’ d’f’erent’ whue unse Ii g every de --

nltian of otlscrness arrived a
In relation to education, I see thus moving abou as a st ategy hat a ‘f ama ‘you
know me/I know you” while pointing insistently to the interested partualness of
those knowings; and constantly remind ag us tha ‘you can’t knov me/I can’t
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moment a hismom , hat noam is young. White heterosexual Oh is tan, a mcbodieo, thin, middle-class, Engl’sh-speaking, “ad male F et as Gent Ic argues no
‘ndividual emoodies ma the essentualus sense, tisi’ mythical norm.82 Even individuals wh most closely approximate it experience a dissonance As someone who
embodies some but ot all of the ‘unnent mythieal norm’s socially constructed
characteristics m~’colleague Albert Selv’n as no e in response to th f’rs dmaf of
this article: “I too save to fight to differentiate myseif frons a position defned for
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does destroy many White men or urns them into helpless agents.
I a a White
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my posit’oas of privilege ‘n future t assnoom practiees are wis Ily dependen on
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prescribed, on understood be ‘onehand by any theoretical ‘rameaao k or ne hodological practice. It is in this sense that a pmactiec groun ed in -he unkao ‘able
is profoundly contextua (historical) and mntemdcpcade s (soc alj This refo n’ulaFor of pedagogy and knov’ledge remoaes the cmi seal pedagogue from two key discursive posdions s/he has constructed fo- hc”/isim elf in the litema ume namel
origin of what can be known and origin of wisa should be done. F ‘hat remains
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other amid working against oppressi ‘e social formations on campus in ways that
try to “fin a commonality in ,he experience of difference without compromising
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Exhibition as School
in a Divided City
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Just looking at the titles of some recent large-scale international art exhibitions
—‘The Production of Cultural Difference’, ‘The Challenge of Colonisation’,
‘Critical Confrontation With the Present’, ‘Urban Conditions’, etc.—one quickly
realises that there is an increasing desire, on the part of the organisers and
participants of these shows, to see their work as concrete social projects or active
interventions. Such language and positioning has become the norm, and it now
seems that artistic practice is automatically expected to play an active part in
society. But is an exhibition, no matter how ambitious, the most effective vehicle
for such engagement?
In 1937, André Breton and Diego Rivera (and, it is believed, Leon
Trotsky) wrote the manifesto ‘For an Independent Revolutionary Art’. They call
for a ‘true art, which is not content to play variations on ready-made models but
rather insists on expressing the inner needs of man and of mankind in its time
—true art is unable not to be revolutionary, not to aspire to a complete and radical
reconstruction of society.’ What may appear to be a naive call for all-or-nothing
revolution includes a subtle and important justification for that demand—that we, as
artists, curators, writers, need to engage with society in order to create certain freedoms, to produce the conditions necessary for creative activity to take place at all.
But what precisely does it mean, the desire that art should enter all
aspects of social life? Is it a desire to bring art out of rarefied and privileged spaces,
or is it merely a move towards the further instrumentalisation of art practice?
Perhaps the exhibition is not the place to start. One must begin at the beginning.
The Manifesta team proposed going back to school.
The Bauhaus, in its brief period of activity, arguably accomplished
what any number of Venice Biennials have not (and at a fraction of the cost)
—a wide range of artistic practitioners coming together to redefine art, what it can
and should be, and most importantly, to produce tangible results. All this in the
face of Walter Gropius’ famous assertion that ‘art cannot be taught’. An art
school, it would appear, does not teach art, but sets up the conditions necessary for
creative production, and by extension the conditions for collaboration and social
engagement. For Manifesta too, these conditions are necessary. To follow Breton
and Rivera, ‘We cannot remain indifferent to the intellectual conditions under
which creative activity takes place; nor should we fail to pay all respect to those
particular laws which govern intellectual creation.’
The need for a more productive and open-ended structure is
heightened by the location of this Manifesta—the divided city of Nicosia. It is
one thing to bring together a group of colleagues at a designated space under the
rubric of an ‘exhibition’ in London or Berlin, it is another altogether to do the
same thing in the Cypriot capital. Given the absence of a widespread and
historically established cultural apparatus to uphold part of the proposition,
the implications of such a gesture are altogether different. The ‘particular laws
which govern intellectual creation’ demand self-criticality, and require consideration
of political pasts and presents, religious conflicts, and economic forces.
The aftermath of colonial rule has left Cyprus without such national
cultural institutions as a museum of modern or contemporary art, an opera or an
art academy. Ethnic and religious tensions have resulted in what appears to be
an insurmountable political, economic and cultural divide. And while Cyprus
historically maintained close commercial ties both with its regional neighbours
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and with trade centres further afield, this did not lead to cultural exchanges on the
same scale. There are few cultural institutions significant enough to deserve or
withstand critique, while the political situation is already prominently displayed by
an ever-present Green Line—a presence so strong as to render other ‘political
displays’ superficial at best. In other words, the situation demands not commentary,
but involvement and production. There is a need to engage with realities in a
comprehensive, direct way, to build common ground for the divided city to meet
and work, and to pose pertinent questions and answer them as practically as
possible—all goals that are often central to the concerns of a school.
It can be argued that this approach is applicable to a much larger
situation, far beyond the boundaries of Cyprus. It can be said that the position of
artist-as-social-commentator/critic has run its course. Perhaps it’s time to consider
forms of art (and wider cultural practices) that can continue to be viable even in
the absence of reference points such as institutions, that can remain relevant even
in the presence of overt politicisation of the landscape, that can remain productive
both within the centres of art production and without.
But what specifically is an art school, and what is an art school at this
point in time? My research for the Manifesta 6 School yielded a range of models,
from art academies and experimental schools to collaborative projects, accompanied
by the insistent voices of critics lamenting the ‘crisis of the art school’. Yet there
has been an amazing range of schools in the past one hundred years: from the
ultra-academic École nationale supérieure des beaux-arts to the high-priced
Columbia MFA, from the inclusiveness of the various Bauhaus schools and the
dynamism of the Staedelschule to the elite coteries of the Whitney Independent
Study Program (ISP). Given this proliferation of different models of art education,
the notion of crisis seems, at the very least, a misplaced one. Art education is
not in stasis. It is being constantly re-thought, restructured and re-invented.
École Temporaire, run by Dominique Gonzalez-Foerster, Pierre
Huyghe and Philippe Parreno from 1998 to 1999, was a series of workshops
conducted at several universities and schools in Europe. In one, the artists rented
a cinema for a day and screened a feature film, while narrating potential alternative
scenarios before the start of each scene. Another workshop was a seminar held
at the top of a mountain, a location only accessible by dogsled. In yet another, the
artists interviewed the participants in the middle of a frozen lake. Each workshop
was a situation filmed and edited by participants and addressed directly to the
students at the beginning of the next class session, creating a chain of connections
and continuity, and in this way constituting a school that stretched over a range
of times, spaces and institutions.
The Mountain School of Art was started in Los Angeles just this year
by artists Piero Golia and Erik Wesley. In their exposé, they write:
MSA^ [Mountain School of Art] is not to
be considered an ‘art project’ but a real, fully
functioning school. Although the school is
small in size, the program as well as its collective
ambition is substantial. It is important to
understand the intentions of developing as a
serious contender in the field of education and
culture while maintaining a position as a
supportive element in relation to other
institutions. MSA^ members often liken their
pursuits to those of 18th century European

revolutionists. Our present location at the back
rooms of the Mountain Bar, one of LA’s hippest
‘Art’ bars and hottest nightlife spots, provides a
pungent metaphor for this as these revolutionists
held court in the back rooms of bakeries,
printshops, etc. The culture undercurrent is
perpetually condemned to the backroom of the
establishment. It is the intention of MSA^ to
continue this tradition while holding onto a more
orthodox notion of educational impetus.
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The Copenhagen Free University was started by Henriette Heise and
Jakob Jakobsen in their apartment. As they describe it:
The Copenhagen Free University opened in May
2001 in our flat. The Free University is an artistrun institution dedicated to the production of
critical consciousness and poetic language. We do
not accept the so-called new knowledge economy
as the framing understanding of knowledge.

We work with forms of knowledge that are
fleeting, fluid, schizophrenic, uncompromising
[sic] subjective, uneconomic, acapitalist,
produced in the kitchen, produced when asleep
or arisen on a social excursion—collectively.

What is remarkable is not what these programmes propose, but that
they should exist simultaneously, offering such varied approaches at the radical
end of the art education spectrum. But bringing up these examples is only to
underscore how far the nature of education has evolved in the past century.
Only when these experiments are set alongside the historic establishments of
the Beaux-Arts and the Art Students League do we have a complete picture.
And complete it must be, whatever the type of practice one may wish to pursue,
whatever political projects one might wish to promote. As Boris Groys points out
in an interview included in this volume, artists’ practices are often formed in
opposition to their education; methodologies and techniques borrowed from fields
seemingly irrelevant to advanced cultural practices can also form the basis for the
production of advanced and radical art. Clearly, there is unlimited potential today
for the artist pursuing an education.
The real crisis in art education appears to be one of distribution:
radical, experimental and advanced institutions are clustered in Europe and
North America, acting as magnets for those in other regions who wish to
participate in advanced art practice and discourse. As a result, despite the diversity
of practitioners, discourse and focus tends to remain bound, on many levels, to
these centres of institutional production and their relatively homogenous concerns.
Perhaps the most efficient way to impact the general state of art
education is not by denying the plurality of existing schools and programmes,
but by building a new productive model. In 1967, Fluxus artist George Maciunas,
following ‘the great contribution made by Bauhaus and Black Mountain’,
drew up his prospectus for an experimental art school in the village of New
Marlborough. The plan was never realised, due to his untimely death the same year.
His prospectus was one of the most inspiring discoveries of my research, a fully
formed vision of learning and production in no more than two pages. I was struck
by its subjectivity, a singular worldview that drew as much from the spirit of Fluxus
as it did from the actual body of work that its loose group of artists produced.
The prospectus encapsulates a particular poetics, a core vision that simply and
gracefully branches out to encompass all that was relevant in the art production of
the day. It is a proposal that hinges on the notion of ‘possibility’, saying far less
about what needs to be done than about what can be done.
The actual activity that can take place in a school—experimentation,
scholarship, research, discussion, criticism, collaboration, friendship—is a continuous process of redefining and seeking out the potential in practice and theory at
a given point in time. An art school is not concerned solely with the process of
learning, but can be and often is a highly active site of cultural production: books
and magazines, exhibitions, new commissioned works, seminars and symposia,
film screenings, concerts, performances, theatre productions, new fashion and
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product designs, architectural projects, public resources such as libraries and
archives of all kinds, outreach, organisation—these and many other activities and
projects can all be triggered in a school. I say ‘triggered’ rather than ‘located at’
or ‘based in’ to draw attention to the danger pointed out by Paulo Freire, who
wisely cautioned against positioning a school as a privileged or an exclusive site
of ‘knowledge production’, which only reaffirms existing social inequalities and
hierarchies. The activities of the Manifesta 6 School are an attempt to infiltrate
the space of the city, to transform it and be transformed by it.
Experimentation is key to the structure of a school, to the process
of learning and to notions of progress. It is also key to this project, to the motivation and goals behind the Manifesta 6 School, and to the rationale behind an
exhibition as a school. The group of people involved in organising the Manifesta 6
School are not an NGO, a ministry or a bureaucratic educational committee.
I see this school as a subjective act, essentially, an experiment—one that aims to
open, to question, to encourage the formation of subjectivities. So, although
I have outlined my hopes and aims above, there is no ‘ideal’ Manifesta 6 School.
There are no ideal results, no hard-and-fast principles beyond the production and
circulation of possibilities, a reshuffling of priorities for Manifesta and Nicosia,
and an attempt to privilege the conditions for creative intellectual production,
both in the city and beyond.
To go back to the beginning, to go back to school, involves a great
deal more than the desire to bring art into social life. Producing tangible results
that move beyond commentary requires research, groundwork and a continuous
process of involvement and production. Let’s call it homework. And a little
bit of homework never hurt anyone.
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Prospectus for
New Marlborough Centre
for Arts
George Maciunas
The Centre is being created in recognition of the
great contribution made by Bauhaus and Black
Mountain as a think-tank and training ground for
the future avant-garde. The acquisition of a
beautiful “village” of a group of some 12 buildings
in the township of New Marlborough presents the
possibility of creating a similar center that could
devote itself to:
1. study, research, experimentation and
development of various advanced ideas and forms
in art, history of art, design & documentation,
2. teaching small groups of apprentices in subjects
and through procedures not found in colleges,
3. production and marketing of various products,
objects and events developed at the centre,
4. organization of events and performances
by residents and visitors of the centre.
The Centre would be structured as follows:
1. Studios, workshops and residencies for
permanent and visiting members of the
community would be housed in buildings 3 to 12,
the tentative list of members is as follows:
(a) permanent residents:
– George Maciunas (design, production of
multiple objects, new sports, new forms of
documenting history, diagrams)
– Robert Watts (director of school, workshops
& studios; events, environment and objects)
– Jimmy Giuffrey (jazz workshop)
– Yoshimasa Wada (developing new acoustical
instruments)
(b) visiting members:
– Ayo (tactile objects & events)
– David Behrman (electronic music)
– George Brecht (concept art, border-line art,
non art, objects, events etc.)
– Trisha Brown (kinesthetic events
& environments, anti-gravitational dance)
– Bob Diamond (electronic engineer)
– Jean Dupuy (optic & sound constructions)
– Robert Filliou (literary art, poetry,
verbal objects)
– Richard Foreman (surrealist theatre,
state mechanics)
– Geoff Hendricks (events & environments)
– Dick Higgins (theatre, art criticism, poetry,
music, action music)
– Joe Jones (musical machines & kinetic art)
– Alison Knowles (bean art)
– Shikego Kubota (video art)
– Joan Mekas (film-poetry, film criticism)
– Larry Miller (e.s.p. art)

– Peter Moore (photography, photo-technology,
documentation, archives)
– Nam June Paik (action music, kinetic art,
robots, video art)
– Takako Saito (games, sports, objects)
– Paul Sharits (experimental cinema)
– Stuart Sherman (magic acts, new vaudeville)
– Daniel Spoerri (objects, events, culinary art)
– Stan Vanderbeek (animation film, video art)
– Ben Vautier (concept art, humorous art,
street events)
– La Monte Young (concept art, electronic
music, endless music)
2. School-workshop. Students will be accepted
on a part time basis. For most part instruction
will be individual. Students will maintain
a working relationship with the staff.
When appropriate, students will assist the
staff in their ongoing research. At all times
students shall be considered part of the learning
community on an equal basis. Students will
be introduced to a wide range of experience
not ordinarily found in conventional schools
and art programs.
3. Library, archives and exhibit space (buildings
1a, 2, 13). It would contain reference material
on past & present avant-garde, original
documents, prototypes, possibly contain archives
of photo-documentation (Peter Moore’s), exhibit
new work in sound, graphics, objects, video etc.
and would contain the “learning machine”
being developed by G. Maciunas.
4. Performance space (chamber music room in
1b, theatre in building 2) & lawn bandstand.
Music room to be used for small scale, solo events,
music, lectures, video presentations, suitable
for audiences up to 40. Theatre with audiences
up in balconies and a 30ft × 60ft performance
space in the middle, for multi-media, inter-media
performances, events, theatre, music, dance,
cinema, new sports, games etc. Suitable for
audiences up to 100.
5. Technical workshops (located in basements
of building 2 & 3) to contain equipment for
electronic music, video, machine shop, wood
working shop, ceramic workshop, photo
darkroom, film editing & processing, recording
studio, chemical laboratory.
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An Incomplete
Chronology of Experimental
Art Schools
— École nationale supérieure des
beaux-arts (1671)
— Drawing School (1751, Geneva)
— Vienna University of Applied Arts (1867)
— Académie Julien (1868, Paris)
— The Flying University (Warsaw, 1883,
several versions until 1979)
— Gustave Moreau’s Paris studio
(1892–98)
— Ox-Bow (1910)
— Ealing Art College (renamed 1913)
— Merz Akademie (1918, Stuttgart)
— Vitebsk Art School (1918–1920s,
founded by Marc Chagall)
— Bauhaus (1919–1933, founded by
Walter Gropius)
— VKhuTeMas School of Architecture
(Moscow, founded 1920)
— Black Mountain College (1933–57,
founded by John Andrew Rice)
— Bard College (Annandale-on-Hudson,
renamed 1934)
— St John’s College (Annapolis, 1937
reform initiated by Stringfellow Barr and
Scott Buchanan)
— Berlin Free University (founded 1945)
— Skowhegan School of Painting and
Sculpture (1946)
— Independent Group seminars at the ICA
(London, 1947–52)
— John Cage at the New School for
Social Research (1956–60)
— Ray Johnson’s New York Correspondence
School (founded early 1960s)
— Intermedia (Toronto, 1960s)
— Experimental Art School (Copenhagen,
founded 1961 by Paul Gernes & Troels Andersen)
— National Art Schools (Havana, built 1961)
— Bauhaus Situationniste (Sweden, 1963)
— John Latham and the Artist Placement Group
(London, formed 1966)
— The Munich Academy for Television
and Film (1967)
— Nova Scotia College of Arts and Design
(founded 1882, renamed 1967)
— Whitney ISP Program (New York,
founded 1968)
— Jörg Immendorff, Chris Reinecke and
the LIDL-Akademie (1968–69) at the
Kunstakademie Düsseldorf
— New Marlborough Centre for Arts
(George Maciunas, 1968–69)
— Image Bank (Vancouver, founded 1969)
— Joseph Beuys’ ‘Free International University
of Creativity and Interdisciplinary Research’
(founded 1974)
— Jack Kerouac School of Disembodied Poetics

(Boulder, founded 1974 by Allen Ginsberg
and Anne Waldman)
— General Idea (Toronto, founded 1977)
— Escola de Artes Visuais do Parque Lage
(Rio de Janeiro)
— Ultimate Akademie (Cologne, founded 1988
by Al Hansen and Lisa Cieslik)
— The Vera List Center for Art and Politics at
the New School (New York, founded 1992)
— DasArts (Amsterdam, established 1994)
— Mode2Research—NPO Austria
(Eva Maria Kosa, 1997)
— École Temporaire (1998–1999,
Dominique Gonzalez-Foerster, Philippe Parreno
and Pierre Huyghe)
— Proto Academy (Edinburgh, 1998–2002,
founded by Charles Esche)
— The Independent Art School
(Hull, founded 1999)
— School for the History and Theory of
Images (Belgrade, 1999, founded by
Branimir Stojanovic)
— The Real Presence (Belgrade, annually
since 2000, founded by Biljana Tomic)
— Centre for Advanced Study (CAS), Sofia
(founded 2000)
— Copenhagen Free University (founded 2001
by Henriette Heise and Jakob Jakobsen)
— Masters in Print and Multimedia,
University of Bologna (founded 2001
by Umberto Eco)
— ArtSchool Palestine (founded 2001,
London)
— Campus 2002 at Kokerei Zollverein,
Essen (founded by Marius Babias and
Florian Waldvogel)
— Gasthof 2002 at Staedelschule, Frankfurt
— School of Missing Studies (Belgrade,
founded 2002)
— Future Academy (London, founded 2002
by Clementine Deliss)
— University of Openness (London,
founded 2002)
— Manoa Free University (founded 2003)
— Informal University in Foundation
(Berlin, founded 2003)
— The Paraeducation Department
(Rotterdam, founded 2004 by Sarah Pierce
and Annie Fletcher)
— Cork Caucus (Cork, 2004–05)
— Mountain School of Art (Los Angeles,
founded 2005 by Piero Golia and
Erik Wesley)
— Free University of Los Angeles
— L’université tangente
— La Universidad Nómada
— Facoltà di Fuga
— Göteborgs Autonoma Skolas
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The Oppositional Device
Or, taking matters into whose hands?
Brian Holmes

I'd like to introduce this subject with a quote that comes from the place where I first
began to move away from anything resembling fake neutrality, hidden authority,
useless knowledge or cultural competition. Namely, the University of California at
Berkeley, where all those things were rampant in the 1980s. But the quote goes back
much further. It’s from a guy named Mario Savio, the date is December 3, 1964, the
place is in front of a pompous university building called Sproul Hall, and the context is
the Free Speech Movement:
“There is a time when the operation of the machine becomes so odious, makes
you so sick at heart, that you can't take part; you can't even passively take part,
and you've got to put your bodies upon the gears and upon the wheels, upon the
levers, upon all the apparatus, and you've got to make it stop. And you've got to
indicate to the people who run it, to the people who own it, that unless you're
free, the machine will be prevented from working at all!”

The Free Speech Movement was a social process that came together through smallgroup meetings, private decisions, mimeographed petitions, tables with literature in
public places, mass demonstrations, smaller and braver sit-ins, and occasional
moments of aesthetic condensation – among which I’d put this quote, which was a
declaration to a crowd before it became literature. It’s a fabulous piece of public speech
and I deliberately left in the part at the end, the part that bothers me. “Freedom”
might have been enough to say in in the US in 1964, with cops all around, the
Vietnam War heating up, and the “Freedom Rides” of the Civil Rights Movement still
fresh in everyone’s imagination. Now, when the word freedom is being abused to such
extreme degrees in the context of another war, we might do better to ask what kind of
freedom, to do what, with whom and why. So the quote can be both the departure
point and the horizon of this text.

Theories
What I'm going to call the “oppositional device” is something between a prop and a
performance, it’s a flow of relations in which distinct objects stand out and take on

momentarily important roles. This combination of objects and flows becomes a social
tool: a device to produce or provoke public speech. But society is always about flows
within flows, devices versus other devices, machines alongside other machines. So the
question of opposition, of what it means and how it works and what its limits are, is
going to be the key one.
To start we can recall the meaning of the word “device” as used by Michel Foucault.
For Foucault, the device describes the concrete operation of an abstract structure. It
refers to the corporeal, technical and symbolic configuration of a particular social
relation. The device is what brings people together in a pattern of interaction upheld
by some kind of technology and underwritten by some kind of logic or rule. This use of
the word device is deterministic, and the most famous of Foucault's devices is the
Panopticon, which is a prison architecture where the mere possibility of being seen at
any moment makes every prisoner behave as though he or she were always being
watched.
But Foucault had a very strange and curious colleague named Félix Guattari, and
much of what Guattari and his friend Deleuze actually did in their work is to try to
reverse Foucault's coercive structures into processes of emancipation. For example,
where Foucault believed that the relations of people caught within a specific device
could be described according to a “microphysics of power” – physics being a
deterministic science – Guattari, for his part, believed that what was really going on
in the same device was actually a “micropolitics of desire.” So the reversal, in this case,
is complete: from a microphysics of power to a micropolitics of desire.
Still Guattari never forgot or minimized the situations of power from which Foucault
began. He and Deleuze used artistic references – to people like Tinguely, or Raymond
Roussel, or Duchamp – to develop an idea of the nomadic machine as an oppositional
form of organization, subverting the monumental machines of state power. And
Guattari himself went on, in a book entitled Cartographies schizoanalytiques, to map
out how such machines configured themselves, in an interconnected mesh that
involves existential territories, artistic references, symbolic logics and concrete objects
or pieces of technology, all swept along in an energetic flow. For Guattari, what was at

stake was the achievement of a collective enunciation, the articulation of public
speech. So I'm going to take inspiration from both Foucault and Guattari and define
the oppositional device as a deliberately abnormal, fictional, satirical, delirious,
antagonistic or even violent pattern of behavior that inserts itself into, and distorts, a
corporeal, technical and symbolic configuration of normalized social relations, in such
a way as to provoke dissenting public speech.

Interruptions
If you want an example of an oppositional device that comes out of an artistic
tradition, an obvious one would be the musical performances of Fluxus, including Nam
June Paik, John Cage, and Charlotte Moorman. What they act out is a satirical and
delirious opposition to the hierarchical respect and almost sacred silence of the
audience before the musical work, in the classical concert setting. So in the
Fluxconcert, all kinds of wild and provocative behavior would happen in the effort to
break through this frozen social relation, overcome the very notion of authorial control
over the artwork, and open up the possibility of speech. Or, in another version,
nothing would happen at all, as in John Cage’s piece 4’33’’, often referred to as
“Silence,” which acted to reveal the entire concert hall as a matrix of latent
possibilities.
You could also take many precise and no doubt more significant examples of the
oppositional device from outside the artistic traditions. I'm thinking, for instance, of
the anarchical school, Summerhill, which elevated the very season of vacation and
play as the exemplary model of how to use that long period of youthful life when kids
are supposed to be educated. I'm also thinking of Laborde Clinic, which Guattari
helped to found. This anti-asylum, or alter-asylum, is based on the idea that if the
patient is sick, it's also because of the doctor, and the interns, and the kitchen
personnel, and the cleaning people, and the village around, so that all these people
had to be “cured” or to cure each other before the patients could ever become healthy.
A third historical example would the Free Speech Movement itself, which opposed the
clean, neutralized, academic behavior of the debating society by taking rhetoric out
into public space and infusing it with utopian expectation, but also with aggressivity
and political antagonism.

Closer to today there is the oppositional device of the counter-summit, which has
broken open the cloistered secrecy of elite international meetings with a demand for
public voice. The reversal is particularly clear if you think first of the icy isolation of
the World Economic Forum held annually in Davos, Switzerland, and then of the
infinitely warmer World Social Forum, which is held annually in a city of the Southern
Hemisphere, such as Porto Alegre, Brazil, or Mumbai, India. Or, of course, we could
also think of a more precise artist-activist device, like the Power Point lectures of the
Yes Men, who overidentify with their adversaries and subvert the usual bland
businessman's language with a grotesque excess of corporate truth. Whether it is the
WSF or the Yes Men, part of the meaning of these events or performances lies in the
tension they establish with a form of power, in this case, with corporate discipline.
And finally, consider the extraordinary oppositional device recently invented by the
American citizen Cindy Sheehan, whose son Casey was killed in the Iraq war. She was
faced with the most powerful man in the world, George Bush, who constantly speaks
to the American people as though he were their father or their friend. He speaks
through the television set, entering into the private space of people's homes, and he
acts like nothing so much as a preacher, exercising what Foucault calls “pastoral
power,” which is the power to direct the conscience and the emotions of the Christian
flock. Basically, he thinks we're all a bunch of sheep. When he met Cindy Sheehan for
official condolences, he never called her Mrs. Sheehan, he called her “Mom.” She was
outraged. But what she did – the brilliant thing – was not just to go march on
Washington, but to go to Crawford, Texas, where Bush was on vacation, and to ask to
speak to him, the Emperor, the President of the World, in his private family space –
which was a reversal that he couldn't accept, and was unable to respond to, and
completely failed to master. And this brilliant oppositional device of holding a protest
on some tiny scrap of residual public land out there in privatized Texas, calling it
“Camp Casey” and using the religious language of candles and all-night vigils in order
to ask to talk with the president about people dying in Iraq, is what finally made it
possible for ordinary Americans to do the same thing and to start protesting against
the war, despite all the media patriotism after September 11.

Now, these things I'm talking about are sophisticated, they use lots of aesthetic
resources, they carry out conceptual reversals, and they touch people in their daily
lives, just as so much contemporary art desires to do. These are all performances, not
just with costumes and props, but within specific and tightly constraining situations.
You can see these oppositional devices as constructed situations. The famous
situationist definition goes like this: "A moment of life concretely and deliberately
constructed by the collective organization of a unitary ambiance and a play of events."
Of course, the situationists were influenced by their reading of Henri Lefebvre and his
book, The Critique of Everyday Life; and so, for this entire oppositional tradition, there
is a fundamental relation between everyday life, the critical device, and collective
speech, or what Michel de Certeau called la prise de parole, “the taking of speech.” For
me, the whole question is there. Who takes speech? Who takes up that fundamentally
performative speech act that can change daily life? And then who tries to take over
that public speech, to take it into their own hands?

Modulation and Channeling
The devices I’ve described are aesthetic, and that’s important. The aesthetic goes
beyond knowledge or prescription, to touch you where you live, in your body, with
others. Why then is there such a tension with the institutions of art? Why does one see
so many artists who basically want to give it up, to become activists or to redefine
their art as activism, with considerable changes in what it looks like and what it
produces, in how it can be experienced and by whom? In a sense, this question needs
no answer. If the way society functions today seems good enough to you, fine; I just
disagree and protest. However, one might ask, why not then seize the institutions of
art and use them to change what’s unbearable in society? Isn’t that what the
institutions are for? Where does the obstacle lie?
In former times, the fundamental stumbling-block was artistic discipline: the
definitions of art, the genre system, the normative models, the sources of authority.
Vanguard art, particularly of the dadaist kind, rose up to challenge those things.
Performance poetics was the great oppositional device against generic discipline,
against modernist rationality, all the way to a movement like Fluxus, then on to more
radical projects like The Living Theater. I think it was quite liberating. However,

performance poetics has been integrated into the programming of contemporary
liberal societies, which exert a new form of control, which you might paradoxically
describe as control by freedom – a massively paranoid-sounding concept, I know, but
one which does have a meaning. The keywords here are “modulation” and
“channeling.” Artists need to recognize how this works, if they want to be lucid about
what they are doing.
How does order arise in the cacophony of liberal society, where each person constantly
makes their own decisions? One of the ways that control is exerted in open
environments is by creating specific patterns of stimulation, particularly audiovisual
ones, which can be strategically positioned in urban space or beamed through the
airwaves to every location, in the attempt to capture people’s attention. This has been
theorized (principally by Deleuze, Brian Massumi and Maurizio Lazzarato) as the
process of modulation, in reference to the wave-form of audiovisual transmission, but
also in order to emphasize the rhythmic, temporal aspect of contemporary control
devices, which engage us and hold our attention precisely because we have chosen
them, because we have selected their particular contents and rhythms, and because
we play with them through the form of our reception and use. The current fascination
with portable mp3 and camera-phone devices is a classic example. But it is surprising,
and perhaps very important, to discover that the basic principles of what now appears
as a consumerist relation to culture were first stated by an artist, and a dadaist at
that, Tristan Tzara, in the “Note aux Bourgeois” accompanying the transcription of the
poème simultan that he performed with Richard Huelsenbeck and Marcel Janko at
Cabaret Voltaire on March 31, 1916. Tzara describes various transformations of
poetry, from Mallarmé to Apollinaire via the theorist Barzun, who sought “a closer
relation between the polyrhythmic symphony and the poem.” But as Tzara explains, “I
wanted to carry out a poem based on other principles. Which consist in the possibility
I give to each listener to link up the appropriate associations. He choses the
characteristic elements for his personality, mixes them, fragments them, etc.,
remaining nonetheless in the direction that the author has channeled.”
The title of Tzara’s simultaneous poem is “L’amiral cherche une maison à louer” (The
Admiral is Looking for a House to Rent). It consisted of raucous vocal effects and

absurdist text recited in three languages, French, German and English – the
languages of the war that was raging all over Europe. The poem, and indeed, the
dadaist movement as a whole, was a way to exit from the war, to keep the admiral
from settling into your house, by a finding a personal pathway somewhere else, a
moving abode between the national languages of propaganda. By creating a cacophony
of noises and absurd juxtapositions of phrases, Tzara and his friends made any single
identification of meaning impossible, and thereby opened up the spectrum of choices.
But, as Tzara stresses, only within the range of possibilities that the author had
channeled.
This is the procedure that has increasingly been adopted by liberal modes of
governance, in order to resolve the contradictions between social control and
democratic freedom. Control, in hyper-individualist societies, is a function of the way
your attention is modulated by the content you freely select; but it’s also a function of
the direction into which your behavior is guided by the larger devices in which you
participate. Direct censorship, of the kind faced by the Free Speech Movement, does
still exist; but it fades in importance before the new procedures. It is a tribute to our
lack of lucidity that one of the most precise descriptions of this kind of control should
come from Foucault’s course on Naissance de la biopolitique, almost thirty years ago. I
translate from the lecture of March 21, 1979:
“...on the horizon of such an analysis, what appears is not at all the ideal or the
project of an exhaustively disciplinary society in which the legal network,
wrapped tightly around individuals, would be relayed and prolonged internally
by what we could call normative mechanisms. Nor is it a society in which the
mechanism of general normalization and the exclusion of the non-normalizable
would be required. On the contrary, what we have on the horizon is the image or
idea or thematic program of a society in which there would be an optimization of
the systems of difference, in which the field would be left open for oscillatory
processes, in which a tolerance would be accorded to individuals and minority
practices, in which there would be an action not on the players of the game, but
on the rules of the game, and finally, in which the intervention would not be one
of the internalized subjection of individuals, but an environmental type of
intervention.”

Why do we have such extensive institutional programs for contemporary art, in which
so few people ultimately participate? One reason, which has received increasing
attention in recent years, is undoubtedly that contemporary art serves as a reservoir
for the kinds of creativity that are required to produce the “oscillatory processes”

which Foucault mentions, and which we see all around us in the plethoric offer of
hyper-individualized stimulations that make up the fabric, or the wave-pattern, of
contemporary culture. The canon of 1960s and 70s art – including pop, neodada,
performance and conceptual art – was established in the 1980s with the rise of
contemporary art institutions, just before those same practices were rediscovered by
institutionally trained artists in the 1990s, and adapted for use with the new
electronic toolkits. The “tolerance” of minority approaches, as long as they do not
overstep basic rules of the game, is highly evident in contemporary societies, where in
fact we are all encouraged to “optimize differences,” precisely as artists do,
particularly through the practice of remixing media (recently celebrated in a small
book by Nicolas Bourriaud). All this contributes to the impression of unlimited
freedom.
However, what Foucault calls an “environmental type of intervention” goes much
further. The institutional device of contemporary art is not only a school or training
ground for the production of individualized content; it is also provides a circuit, a
calendar, a format, an economy, a range of standards and a set of subtly competitive
relations, all of which act to channel the times, places and even qualities of expression.
The art circuit takes what matters to you into its welcoming hands. The rarity of
direct censorship within this circuit (where censorship is, and rightly so, a kind of
blasphemy) is unfortunately in inverse proportion to the high degree of predictability
in terms of the kinds of audiences and the kinds of collaboration that are possible.
Today we even see a trend toward the re-privatization of conceptual and performance
art, with the notion of the “performative installation” that is being promoted by
Angelika Nollert of the Siemens Art Foundation. This is an attempt to strictly define
the content and limits of the interactive environments that artists create, thus
illustrating the close attention that both corporations and governments pay to the
“environmental type of intervention” (precisely what the Siemens company specializes
in, as a maker of control technologies). At the same time, of course, the rules of
axiomatic neutrality that apply to publicly funded institutions render it difficult to get
very far with any collaborations which could be deemed “political”; yet even these are
tolerated in their early stages, before they become disruptive. The overall effect seems
to be that of a capture-device: a comfortable circuit which insures that artists will

create as few interruptions as possible, but still contribute to the endless
multiplication of personal paths leading elsewhere – while the war rages on, at a safe
distance.
The above, I am aware, could easily be interpreted as yet another scathing critique of
“the institutions.” But that is not the most interesting thing. Rather, if one is lucid
about the art world and does not overestimate either its virtues, or its drawbacks,
then it becomes possible to use its circuit, calendar, format and economy, without
being overly affected by its standards of axiomatic neutrality or its competitive
relations. The point is to decide on your own use of time, to modulate your own activity
and collaborations. The choice to create oppositional devices which cut through the
wave-pattern and open up the possibility for moments of public speech – when the
plugs come out of people’s ears – is a choice one has to make in the absence of any
immediate recompense or stimulation. What I have been proposing, over the last few
years, is that the rhythms and valuations of the art circuit be simply subordinated to a
kind of emulation that arises between people producing public acts, which after all,
are the essential foundation of that “civil society” to which liberal theory constantly
appeals as the guarantor of good government, and even of freedom. The fact that
under current conditions, the operation of most oppositional devices – and therefore,
the production of most public speech – is considered illegal and therefore cannot be
condoned by public institutions, does not in any way lessen my admiration for those
who continue to do it.
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The last twenty years have seen an enormous shift in the role and potential of educational
environments in relation to visual culture. Shifts in the status of art education within the
broader pedagogical context have been taking place. These changes in emphasis have
refocused our perception of how things should proceed towards a position that is
potentially away from the role of the artist as the prime parallel functionary in relation to
younger artists/students. This has moved us towards a situation where the artist/teacher is
merely one element within a matrix of expectations and institutional aims within established
educational models. This perceived shift is paradoxically demanded by both University art
schools, which must create neo-academic justification for all their departments – and by
some independent minded artists who are increasingly unsure that it is relevant to insert
themselves as the sole providers of ideas within schools. We therefore face a new set of
dilemmas. For the shift is not complete or well planned, it is taking place as I write and we
still face many differing art school models. We must acknowledge that the changes are
subtle manoeuvrings in the culture rather than dramatic shifts. For the most part, artists
remain the primary educators within studio based art school departments. But the fact is that
the expectations layered on to these schools now clearly exceeds the desires and
qualifications of most artist/educators in terms of the theoretical and bureaucratic
component. We are familiar with the still standard idea that the best people to teach or
educate or discuss ideas with young artists are other artists. Yet while this assumption of

professional competency exchange is still embedded in the culture, there has been a rise in
the daily programming of most dynamic art school environments. An increasing provision
of parallel structures alongside that of studio practice. The most notable development has
been the mutation from a vague representation of basic art history as a component of the
young artist’s educational experience to the provision of serious critical theory, to a greater
or lesser extent. Traditionally such moves have been viewed with suspicion by older artist/
teachers who are devoted to earlier theories of artistic practice via their insistence of the
prime importance of the role of the artist in relation to younger artists within the educational
sphere. Some art historians have also traditionally been suspicious of engaging with active,
ongoing contemporary visual art practice within art school environments. Yet it is clear
now, that certainly in the UK and the US we have been living through a period when the
theoretical component of a young artist’s education has become an increasingly important
aspect of the educational experience in a formatted and clearly defined way so we better pay
some careful attention to it.

The comments related and outlined here are primarily restricted to Western Europe and
North America, the main places where I have some knowledge of educational practice. And
within that powerful framework my work has also been mainly restricted to schools that
function under the umbrella of large urban Universities, in my case the Goldsmiths College,
part of the University of London and the School of Visual Arts at Columbia University in
New York. However, I have been involved temporarily in many schools as a visiting tutor,
lecturer or guest professor, including the academies in Frankfurt and Hamburg, the
department of cultural studies at Luneburg and the Kunstacademie in Munich. Other

specific moments have seen work in relation to the Ecole des beaux arts in Grenoble, along
with the ECAL in Lausanne, Switzerland. On top of this, while my knowledge and
experience has been partial, my involvement has also been partial and fragmented in relation
to the traditional power structures that get established at places such as this.

While I have an interest in the legacy created by artists who have chosen to teach as a way
to avoid structures within the dominant art system that might otherwise negatively effect the
direction of their work, it seems that the development of a more precise critical component
of art education over the last twenty years has made it impossible for artist/teachers to avoid
viewing themselves as implicated players within the broad critical territory of art
production. It is no longer possible for someone to teach “artist to artist” but necessary to
identify oneself as an implicated subject within the critical space that is established within
the terms of contemporary art education. The teacher is no longer someone who merely
creates a notionally free-space within which the young artist may experiment and operate
free from certain pressures, now the artist/teacher and the artist/student must stand side by
side each as subjects and generators of the critical discourse around art, whether they want
to do so or not. Within the art schools that
I have been involved in there is an obligation for the student/artist to be well versed in the
language of critical theory in order to provide a political and theoretical framework for their
practice. It is expected that this critical framework be rigorously contemporary in order to
ensure that even if the student/artist claims complete disinterest in the critical components of
their practice that they understand that this apparent disinterest is merely a component of an
earlier critical structure rather than a rejection of critical potential per se. While this does not

mean that forms of refusal are suppressed, it is much harder to veil forms of refusal amid
an earlier environment where proximity of artist to artist could ensure a suppression of the
critical cultural processes taking place between them. It does, however, lead to an embrace
of certain figures who leave art school with an apparent rejection of ideas at the root of their
work. During moments when the commodity exchange of art-like ideas seems most
buoyant, there is a concurrent rise in the number of people leaving art schools who appear
to have escaped the critical context in which their ideas were formed. Most of these artists
in fact project paradoxical messages, as is the case with people such as Damien Hirst or
Maurizio Cattelan, both of whom make work that is deeply steeped in an understanding of
post-Duchampian Western traditions in terms of fabrication or creation of the mise-enscene but takes fundamentalist acritical positions to be the base of the ideas, whether that be
sex and death or post-clownish auto-destruction and over-statement.

Within this context that has arisen where the critical procedures that underscore art activity
are exposed by order and by demand simultaneously we ought to witness a shift in the type
and quality of art production, arguably for the better. While some would suggest that this
shift has created work that is pitched against the art now visible that uses the market as the
primary determinant of value and quality, in fact what we more clearly witness is a situation
where certain types of gallery and market determined structure are increasingly isolated
through its reliance on a preponderance of self-conscious, acritical art production, with
notable exceptions of course. This does leave us with a problem – what can be lost in our
current scenario is a sense of the value of a semi-autonomous critical context. So while
studio practice orientated art students are told about moments of critical significance in the

recent past in a form that increasingly melds with the traditional seminar and studio visit,
this is at the expense of a distancing that may be required to create a truly significant semiautonomous critical community. To put it in other words, while a multiplication of critically
engaged moments in an art school ought to offer more, it can give students the impression
that they have absorbed a requisite quantity of basic theory in the same way that in the past
they might have taken the correct number of classes in life-drawing. Art school departments
need to find ways to attract the best art historians and critical theorists and therefore put
themselves in direct competition with dedicated art history and critical theory departments.
This new venue for the best theorists would mean the possibility of new critical structures
emerging alongside the work of the student/artists.

So given these broadly and simply stated current conditions of shift and slow mutation,
what might be a next step in terms of thinking about the potential of future educational
perspectives, unencumbered by the dominant structures of broader university requirements
and potential complications for now in order to clarify thinking? For while many students
who attend university affiliated art schools are conscious of the apparent benefits they
might accrue from being able to take classes in various other subjects and generally fade in
and out from the academic ambience of a serious place, the result is increasingly a poststudent body who at the end of their course are now left looking for a relatively casual
differently mediated yet still critical ongoing neo-education structure to work within as a
kind of post-post-graduate working situation.

This means there has recently been a rise in the potential of such a quaternary working

place. It is normal for a young artist who has recently graduated from a serious school to
look carefully for opportunities within foundations or studio programmes that in fact
replace the excess of programming that is often perceived to have arisen at graduate level
with a concurrent lack in terms of an articulated critical relationship between the artist and
the structure of a place or course. The problem is that the illusion of freedom projecting into
the near future is exactly that. A situation created by a confusion of practices that is neither
open or closed, truly critical or truly free. One of the main problems relates back to
assumptions of what working environments should be like, studio-like working
environments that were originally the desire of the student but that have concretised
themselves over the last fifteen years into the rule rather than the option. The idea that each
person requires a fixed location to work within yet within a wrecked and improvised
environment that only refers to certain kinds of studio practice and not to others, such as
my own, which has never involved using a traditional artist’s studio. It is no accident that
many of the most interesting students find absolutely nothing to gain from sitting in a
cubicle wondering how to relate or unrelated to the broader social context. Often the only
option in this environment is to work in ways that mimic the conditions of the production.
With the concurrent stifling of critical art practices that reject the model of the solo artist
struggling to articulate their vision within a workshop environment.

The serious model of a new potential school would involve a remodelling of space, both
literal and intellectual at the beginning of each chosen time period of work, with ongoing
assessments of the usefulness of the working space on a regular basis. Within these
discussions about environment there should always be more than one representative of the

faculty in the room. The elevation of the single teacher and consolidation of their role offers
a perverse message to students about the potential of the artistic position within society that
prefers to view artists as singular context free creators who survive or transcend a
circumstance rather than working within one. There must be changes made each year, or at
least serious reconsiderations of the appropriate spaces within which to work critically as
well as practically, with as much thought given to the spaces where discussion takes place
as to the spaces for the creation of art works. Historically, as a legacy of battles from the
1960s where students fought for more control over their working environments and to be
free in relation to the institution we have been left with an improvised space hungry model
of working practice that is not necessarily what students would want from a new “fourth
stage” educational environment. We must, therefore reinvestigate these apparently crucial
moments that set in place our current model of working over thirty five years ago in order
to understand whether they remain functional models in a contemporary situation. It is quite
clear that those shifts were not brought about by students alone, but by certain coalitions of
enlightened teachers and students working together to remodel working and learning
environments. This situation must be re-attained if a dynamic new working possibility is to
be discovered. If a diploma, thesis or degree exhibition is seen as a requirement of the place
it should be shifted within a post-post-graduate environment to halfway through the course
and the final moment of assessment replaced by a series of discussion panels and symposia
where students would be expected to address their work without an exhibition as such. At
this point, they would also be permitted to present via someone else, a person interior or
exterior to the institution that could speak on their behalf. The relationship between the
teachers and students should be under constant review. This would mean that the staff

should present work alongside the students in order to create a true debate and shift the
potential hierarchical nature of the discussion towards an exposure of the potential
weaknesses of the staff rather than merely exposing the students to critique. In addition, the
provision and discussion of broad themes to be addressed critically should be introduced at
the beginning of each yearly work session. This doesn’t mean that the students have to take
any notice of these themes, but that the artist/teachers have to start to articulate what they
see as crucial issues for debate, rejection and development rather than merely attempting to
adjust their ideas to the propositions put forward by the students themselves. These broad
themes would be an attempt to place the school in a critical framework that replaces the
existential void that can often emerge in an art school environment without suppressing the
student’s desire to find and propose new models themselves. It would be a way of creating
a set of concepts to work off rather than an excessive focus on separation via critical theory
classes pitched against an excessive focus on the work of the students themselves as they
attempt to find new models and ways of working.

Within all these shifts there will and ought to be moments of refusal and collapse. The
current situation inevitably leads to these moments and it is not possible to imagine a
situation where this could not be the case. The issue here is not to try and repress dissent
and disagreement in a new model, but merely change the orientation of the model. At
present there are too many givens. Each of which is related to a consolidation of earlier
moves within art connected to existentially based philosophy rather than the reality of our
complex situation. So at present there is an enormous rift between the theoretical
components of an art school environment and other practical working aspects of the same

place. This break is not clearly perceived and articulated by most of the people working or
studying but they are aware that there is a problem rather than an interesting set of
dilemmas. To change the working environment and at least introduce constant moments of
review that would not lead to a more calming or precise way of functioning but would
remove the alienating and imploded quality of the current relationship between the creative
aspect of the art school and the critical functions of the same. There is no situation now that
exists free of critical play. The question is how long we can continue with a situation where
the relation between the critical and the notionally practical can continue a dysfunctional
relationship that at times can appear completely out of sync.
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INTRODUCTION
I owe my interest in public education to Everett Reimer. Until we first met in Puerto Rico in
1958, I had never questioned the value of extending obligatory schooling to all people.
Together we have come to realize that for most men the right to learn is curtailed by the
obligation to attend school. The essays given at CIDOC and gathered in this book grew out
of memoranda which I submitted to him, and which we discussed during 1970, the
thirteenth year of our dialogue. The last chapter contains my afterthoughts on a
conversation with Erich Fromm on Bachofen's Mutterrecht.
Since 1967 Reimer and I have met regularly at the Center for Intercultural Documentation
(CIDOC) in Cuernavaca, Mexico. Valentine Borremans, the director of the Center, also
joined our dialogue, and constantly urged me to test our thinking against the realities of
Latin America and Africa. This book reflects her conviction that the ethos, not just the
institutions, of society ought to be "deschooled."
Universal education through schooling is not feasible. It would be no more feasible if it
were attempted by means of alternative institutions built on the style of present schools.
Neither new attitudes of teachers toward their pupils nor the proliferation of educational
hardware or software (in classroom or bedroom), nor finally the attempt to expand the
pedagogue's responsibility until it engulfs his pupils' lifetimes will deliver universal
education. The current search for new educational funnels must be reversed into the search
for their institutional inverse: educational webs which heighten the opportunity for each one
to transform each moment of his living into one of learning, sharing, and caring. We hope
to contribute concepts needed by those who conduct such counterfoil research on education
— and also to those who seek alternatives to other established service industries.
On Wednesday mornings, during the spring and summer of 1970, I submitted the various
parts of this book to the participants in our CIDOC programs in Cuernavaca. Dozens of
them made suggestions or provided criticisms. Many will recognize their ideas in these
pages, especially Paulo Freire, Peter Berger, and Jos! Maria Bulnes, as well as Joseph
Fitzpatrick, John Holt, Angel Quintero, Layman Allen, Fred Goodman, Gerhard Ladner,
Didier Piveteau, Joel Spring, Augusto Salazar Bondy, and Dennis Sullivan. Among my
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critics, Paul Goodman most radically obliged me to revise my thinking. Robert Silvers
provided me with brilliant editorial assistance on Chapters 1, 3, and 6, which have appeared
in The New York Review of Books.
Reimer and I have decided to publish separate views of our joint research. He is working
on a comprehensive and documented exposition, which will be subjected to several months
of further critical appraisal and be published late in 1971 by Doubleday & Company.
Dennis Sullivan, who acted as secretary at the meetings between Reimer and myself, is
preparing a book for publication in the spring of 1972 which will place my argument in the
context of current debate about public schooling in the United States. I offer this volume of
essays now in the hope that it will provoke additional critical contributions to the sessions
of a seminar on "Alternatives in Education" planned at CIDOC in Cuernavaca for 1972 and
1973.
I intend to discuss some perplexing issues which are raised once we embrace the
hypothesis that society can be deschooled; to search for criteria which may help us
distinguish institutions which merit development because they support learning in a
deschooled milieu; and to clarify those personal goals which would foster the advent of an
Age of Leisure (schole) as opposed to an economy dominated by service industries.
IVAN ILLICH
CIDOC
Cuernavaca, Mexico
November, 1970

1. WHY WE MUST DISESTABLISH SCHOOL
Many students, especially those who are poor, intuitively know what the schools do for
them. They school them to confuse process and substance. Once these become blurred, a
new logic is assumed: the more treatment there is, the better are the results; or, escalation
leads to success. The pupil is thereby "schooled" to confuse teaching with learning, grade
advancement with education, a diploma with competence, and fluency with the ability to say
something new. His imagination is "schooled" to accept service in place of value. Medical
treatment is mistaken for health care, social work for the improvement of community life,
police protection for safety, military poise for national security, the rat race for productive
work. Health, learning, dignity, independence, and creative endeavor are defined as little
more than the performance of the institutions which claim to serve these ends, and their
improvement is made to depend on allocating more resources to the management of
hospitals, schools, and other agencies in question.
In these essays, I will show that the institutionalization of values leads inevitably to
physical pollution, social polarization, and psychological impotence: three dimensions in a
process of global degradation and modernized misery. I will explain how this process of
degradation is accelerated when nonmaterial needs are transformed into demands for
commodities; when health, education, personal mobility, welfare, or psychological healing
are defined as the result of services or "treatments." I do this because I believe that most of
the research now going on about the future tends to advocate further increases in the
institutionalization of values and that we must define conditions which would permit
precisely the contrary to happen. We need research on the possible use of technology to
create institutions which serve personal, creative, and autonomous interaction and the
emergence of values which cannot be substantially controlled by technocrats. We need
counterfoil research to current futurology.
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I want to raise the general question of the mutual definition of man's nature and the nature
of modern institutions which characterizes our world view and language. To do so, I have
chosen the school as my paradigm, and I therefore deal only indirectly with other
bureaucratic agencies of the corporate state: the consumer-family, the party, the army, the
church, the media. My analysis of the hidden curriculum of school should make it evident
that public education would profit from the deschooling of society, just as family life,
politics, security, faith, and communication would profit from an analogous process.
I begin my analysis, in this first essay, by trying to convey what the deschooling of a
schooled society might mean. In this context, it should be easier to understand my choice of
the five specific aspects relevant to this process with which I deal in the subsequent
chapters.
Not only education but social reality itself has become schooled. It costs roughly the same
to school both rich and poor in the same dependency. The yearly expenditure per pupil in
the slums and in the rich suburbs of any one of twenty U.S. cities lies in the same
range-and sometimes is favorable to the poor. Rich and poor alike depend on schools and
hospitals which guide their lives, form their world view, and define for them what is
legitimate and what is not. Both view doctoring oneself as irresponsible, learning on one's
own as unreliable, and community organization, when not paid for by those in authority, as
a form of aggression or subversion. For both groups the reliance on institutional treatment
renders independent accomplishment suspect. The progressive underdevelopment of self
and community-reliance is even more typical in Westchester than it is in the northeast of
Brazil. Everywhere not only education but society as a whole needs "deschooling."
Footnote: * Penrose B. Jackson, Trends in Elementary and Secondary Education
Expenditures: Central City and Suburban Comparisons 1965 to 1968, U.S. Office of
Education, Office of Program and Planning Evaluation, June 1969
Welfare bureaucracies claim a professional, political, and financial monopoly over the social
imagination, setting standards of what is valuable and what is feasible. This monopoly is at
the root of the modernization of poverty. Every simple need to which an institutional
answer is found permits the invention of a new class of poor and a new definition of
poverty. Ten years ago in Mexico it was the normal thing to be born and to die in one's
own home and to be buried by one's friends. Only the soul's needs were taken care of by
the institutional church. Now to begin and end life at home become signs either of poverty
or of special privilege. Dying and death have come under the institutional management of
doctors and undertakers.
Once basic needs have been translated by a society into demands for scientifically produced
commodities, poverty is defined by standards which the technocrats can change at will.
Poverty then refers to those who have fallen behind an advertised ideal of consumption in
some important respect. In Mexico the poor are those who lack three years of schooling,
and in New York they are those who lack twelve.
The poor have always been socially powerless. The increasing reliance on institutional care
adds a new dimension to their helplessness: psychological impotence, the inability to fend
for themselves. Peasants on the high plateau of the Andes are exploited by the landlord and
the merchant-once they settle in Lima they are, in addition, dependent on political bosses,
and disabled by their lack of schooling. Modernized poverty combines the lack of power
over circumstances with a loss of personal potency. This modernization of poverty is a
world-wide phenomenon, and lies at the root of contemporary underdevelopment. Of
course it appears under different guises in rich and in poor countries.
It is probably most intensely felt in U.S. cities. Nowhere else is poverty treated at greater
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cost. Nowhere else does the treatment of poverty produce so much dependence, anger,
frustration, and further demands. And nowhere else should it be so evident that
poverty-once it has become modernized-has become resistant to treatment with dollars
alone and requires an institutional revolution.
Today in the United States the black and even the migrant can aspire to a level of
professional treatment which would have been unthinkable two generations ago, and which
seems grotesque to most people in the Third World. For instance, the U.S. poor can count
on a truant officer to return their children to school until they reach seventeen, or on a
doctor to assign them to a hospital bed which costs sixty dollars per day-the equivalent of
three months' income for a majority of the people in the world. But such care only makes
them dependent on more treatment, and renders them increasingly incapable of organizing
their own lives around their own experiences and resources within their own communities.
The poor in the United States are in a unique position to speak about the predicament which
threatens all the poor in a modernizing world. They are making the discovery that no
amount of dollars can remove the inherent destructiveness of welfare institutions, once the
professional hierarchies of these institutions have convinced society that their ministrations
are morally necessary. The poor in the U.S. inner city can demonstrate from their own
experience the fallacy on which social legislation in a "schooled" society is built.
Supreme Court Justice William 0. Douglas observed that "the only way to establish an
institution is to finance it." The corollary is also true. Only by channeling dollars away from
the institutions which now treat health, education, and welfare can the further
impoverishment resulting from their disabling side effects be stopped.
This must be kept in mind when we evaluate federal aid pro-grams. As a case in point,
between 1965 and 1968 over three billion dollars were spent in U.S. schools to offset the
disadvantages of about six million children. The program is known as Title One. It is the
most expensive compensatory program ever attempted anywhere in education, yet no
significant improvement can be detected in the learning of these "disadvantaged" children.
Compared with their classmates from middle income homes, they have fallen further
behind. Moreover, in the course of this program, professionals discovered an additional ten
million children laboring under economic and educational handicaps. More reasons for
claiming more federal funds are now at hand.
This total failure to improve the education of the poor despite more costly treatment can be
explained in three ways:
1. Three billion dollars are insufficient to improve the perform-ance of six million
children by a measurable amount; or
2. The money was incompetently spent: different curricula, better administration, further
concentration of the funds on the poor child, and more research are needed and
would do the trick; or
3. Educational disadvantage cannot be cured by relying on education within the school.
The first is certainly true so long as the money has been spent through the school budget.
The money indeed went to the schools which contained most of the disadvantaged children,
but it was not spent on the poor children themselves. These children for whom the money
was intended comprised only about half of those who were attending the schools that added
the federal subsidies to their budgets. Thus the money was spent for custodial care,
indoctrination and the selection of social roles, as well as education, all of which functions
are inextricably mingled in the physical plants, curricula, teachers, administrators, and other
key components of these schools, and, therefore, in their budgets.
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The added funds enabled schools to cater disproportionately to the satisfaction of the
relatively richer children who were "disadvantaged" by having to attend school in the
company of the poor. At best a small fraction of each dollar intended to remedy a poor
child's disadvantages in learning could reach the child through the school budget.
It might be equally true that the money was incompetently spent. But even unusual
incompetence cannot beat that of the school system. Schools by their very structure resist
the concentration of privilege on those otherwise disadvantaged. Special curricula, separate
classes, or longer hours only constitute more discrimination at a higher cost.
Taxpayers are not yet accustomed to permitting three billion dollars to vanish from HEW as
if it were the Pentagon. The present Administration may believe that it can afford the wrath
of educators. Middle-class Americans have nothing to lose if the program is cut. Poor
parents think they do, but, even more, they are demanding control of the funds meant for
their children. A logical way of cutting the budget and, one hopes, of increasing benefits is
a system of tuition grants such as that proposed by Milton Friedman and others. Funds
would be channeled to the beneficiary, enabling him to buy his share of the schooling of his
choice. If such credit were limited to purchases which fit into a school curriculum, it would
tend to provide greater equality of treatment, but would not thereby increase the equality of
social claims.
It should be obvious that even with schools of equal quality a poor child can seldom catch
up with a rich one. Even if they attend equal schools and begin at the same age, poor
children lack most of the educational opportunities which are casually available to the
middle-class child. These advantages range from conversation and books in the home to
vacation travel and a different sense of oneself, and apply, for the child who enjoys them,
both in and out of school. So the poorer student will generally fall behind so long as he
depends on school for advancement or learning. The poor need funds to enable them to
learn, not to get certified for the treatment of their alleged disproportionate deficiencies.
All this is true in poor nations as well as in rich ones, but there it appears under a different
guise. Modernized poverty in poor nations affects more people more visibly but also-for
the moment-more superficially. Two-thirds of all children in Latin America leave school
before finishing the fifth grade, but these "desertores" are not therefore as badly off as they
would be in the United States.
Few countries today remain victims of classical poverty, which was stable and less
disabling. Most countries in Latin America have reached the "take-off" point toward
economic development and competitive consumption, and thereby toward modernized
poverty: their citizens have learned to think rich and live poor. Their laws make six to ten
years of school obligatory. Not only in Argentina but also in Mexico or Brazil the average
citizen defines an adequate education by North American standards, even though the chance
of getting such prolonged schooling is limited to a tiny minority. In these countries the
majority is already hooked on school, that is, they are schooled in a sense of inferiority
toward the better-schooled. Their fanaticism in favor of school makes it possible to exploit
them doubly: it permits increasing allocation of public funds for the education of a few and
increasing acceptance of social control by the many.
Paradoxically, the belief that universal schooling is absolutely necessary is most firmly held
in those countries where the fewest people have been-and will be-served by schools. Yet in
Latin America different paths toward education could still be taken by the majority of
parents and children. Proportionately, national savings invested in schools and teachers
might be higher than in rich countries, but these investments are totally insufficient to serve
the majority by making even four years of school attendance possible. Fidel Castro talks as
if he wanted to go in the direction of deschooling when he promises that by 1980 Cuba will
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be able to dissolve its university since all of life in Cuba will be an educational experience.
At the grammar-school and high-school level, however, Cuba, like all other Latin-American
countries, acts as though passage through a period defined as the "school age" were an
unquestionable goal for all, delayed merely by a temporary shortage of resources.
The twin deceptions of increased treatment, as actually provided in the United States and as
merely promised in Latin America complement each other. The Northern poor are being
disabled by the same twelve-year treatment whose lack brands the Southern poor as
hopelessly backward. Neither in North America nor in Latin America do the poor get
equality from obligatory schools. But in both places the mere existence of school
discourages and disables the poor from taking control of their own learning. All over the
world the school has an anti-educational effect on society: school is recognized as the
institution which specializes in education. The failures of school are taken by most people
as a proof that education is a very costly, very complex, always arcane, and frequently
almost impossible task.
School appropriates the money, men, and good will available for education and in addition
discourages other institutions from assuming educational tasks. Work, leisure, politics, city
living, and even family life depend on schools for the habits and knowledge they
presuppose, instead of becoming themselves the means of education. Simultaneously both
schools and the other institutions which depend on them are priced out of the market.
In the United States the per capita costs of schooling have risen almost as fast as the cost of
medical treatment. But increased treatment by both doctors and teachers has shown steadily
declining results. Medical expenses concentrated on those above forty-five have doubled
several times over a period of forty years with a resulting 3 percent increase in life
expectancy in men. The increase in educational expenditures has produced even stranger
results; otherwise President Nixon could not have been moved this spring to promise that
every child shall soon have the "Right to Read" before leaving school.
In the United States it would take eighty billion dollars per year to provide what educators
regard as equal treatment for all in grammar and high school. This is well over twice the
$36 billion now being spent. Independent cost projections prepared at HEW and the
University of Florida indicate that by 1974 the comparable figures will be $107 billion as
against the $45 billion now projected, and these figures wholly omit the enormous costs of
what is called "higher education," for which demand is growing even faster. The United
States, which spent nearly eighty billion dollars in 1969 for "defense" including its
deployment in Vietnam, is obviously too poor to provide equal schooling. The President's
committee for the study of school finance should ask not how to support or how to trim
such increasing costs, but how they can be avoided.
Equal obligatory schooling must be recognized as at least economically unfeasible. In Latin
America the amount of public money spent on each graduate student is between 350 and
1,500 times the amount spent on the median citizen (that is, the citizen who holds the
middle ground between the poorest and the richest). In the United States the discrepancy is
smaller, but the discrimination is keener. The richest parents, some 10 percent, can afford
private education for their children and help them to benefit from foundation grants. But in
addition they obtain ten times the per capita amount of public funds if this is compared with
the per capita expenditure made on the children of the 10 percent who are poorest. The
principal reasons for this are that rich children stay longer in school, that a year in a
university is disproportionately more expensive than a year in high school, and that most
private universities depend-at least indirectly-on tax-derived finances.
Obligatory schooling inevitably polarizes a society; it also grades the nations of the world
according to an international caste system. Countries are rated like castes whose educational
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dignity is determined by the average years of schooling of its citizens, a rating which is
closely related to per capita gross national product, and much more painful.
The paradox of the schools is evident: increased expenditure escalates their destructiveness
at home and abroad. This paradox must be made a public issue. It is now generally accepted
that the physical environment will soon be destroyed by biochemical pollution unless we
reverse current trends in the production of physical goods. It should also be recognized that
social and personal life is threatened equally by HEW pollution, the inevitable by-product
of obligatory and competitive consumption of welfare.
The escalation of the schools is as destructive as the escalation of weapons but less visibly
so. Everywhere in the world school costs have risen faster than enrollments and faster than
the GNP; everywhere expenditures on school fall even further behind the expectations of
parents, teachers, and pupils. Everywhere this situation discourages both the motivation and
the financing for large-scale planning for nonschooled learning. The United States is
proving to the world that no country can be rich enough to afford a school system that
meets the demands this same system creates simply by existing, because a successful
school system schools parents and pupils to the supreme value of a larger school system,
the cost of which increases disproportionately as higher grades are in demand and become
scarce.
Rather than calling equal schooling temporarily unfeasible, we must recognize that it is, in
principle, economically absurd, and that to attempt it is intellectually emasculating, socially
polarizing, and destructive of the credibility of the political system which promotes it. The
ideology of obligatory schooling admits of no logical limits. The White House recently
provided a good example. Dr. Hutschnecker, the "psychiatrist" who treated Mr. Nixon
before he was qualified as a candidate, recommended to the President that all children
between six and eight be professionally examined to ferret out those who have destructive
tendencies, and that obligatory treatment be provided for them. If necessary, their
re-education in special institutions should be required. This memorandum from his doctor
the President sent for evaluation to HEW. Indeed, preventive concentration camps for
predelinquents would be a logical improvement over the school system.
Equal educational opportunity is, indeed, both a desirable and a feasible goal, but to equate
this with obligator;' schooling is to confuse salvation with the Church. School has become
the world religion of a modernized proletariat, and makes futile promises of salvation to the
poor of the technological age. The nation-state has adopted it, drafting all citizens into a
graded curriculum leading to sequential diplomas not unlike the initiation rituals and hieratic
promotions of former times. The modern state has assumed the duty of enforcing the
judgment of its educators through well-meant truant officers and job requirements, much as
did the Spanish kings who enforced the judgments of their theologians through the
conquistadors and the Inquisition.
Two centuries ago the United States led the world in a movement to disestablish the
monopoly of a single church. Now we need the constitutional disestablishment of the
monopoly of the school, and thereby of a system which legally combines prejudice with
discrimination. The first article of a bill of rights for a modern, humanist society would
correspond to the First Amendment to the U.S. Constitution: "The State shall make no law
with respect to the establishment of education." There shall be no ritual obligatory for all.
To make this disestablishment effective, we need a law forbidding discrimination in hiring,
voting, or admission to centers of learning based on previous attendance at some
curriculum. This guarantee would not exclude performance tests of competence for a
function or role, but would remove the present absurd discrimination in favor of the person
who learns a given skill with the largest expenditure of public funds or what is equally
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likely has been able to obtain a diploma which has no relation to any useful skill or job.
Only by protecting the citizen from being disqualified by anything in his career in school
can a constitutional disestablishment of school become psychologically effective.
Neither learning nor justice is promoted by schooling because educators insist on
packaging instruction with certification. Learning and the assignment of social roles are
melted into schooling. Yet to learn means to acquire a new skill or insight, while promotion
depends on an opinion which others have formed. Learning frequently is the result of
instruction, but selection for a role or category in the job market increasingly depends on
mere length of attendance.
Instruction is the choice of circumstances which facilitate learning. Roles are assigned by
setting a curriculum of conditions which the candidate must meet if he is to make the grade.
School links instruction but not learning to these roles. This is neither reasonable nor
liberating. It is not reasonable because it does not link relevant qualities or competences to
roles, but rather the process by which such qualities are supposed to be acquired. It is not
liberating or educational because school reserves instruction to those whose every step in
learning fits previously approved measures of social control.
Curriculum has always been used to assign social rank. At times it could be prenatal: karma
ascribes you to a caste and lineage to the aristocracy. Curriculum could take the form of a
ritual, of sequential sacred ordinations, or it could consist of a succession of feats in war or
hunting, or further advancement could be made to depend on a series of previous princely
favors. Universal schooling was meant to detach role assignment from personal life history:
it was meant to give everybody an equal chance to any office. Even now many people
wrongly believe that school ensures the dependence of public trust on relevant learning
achievements. However, instead of equalizing chances, the school system has monopolized
their distribution.
To detach competence from curriculum, inquiries into a man's learning history must be
made taboo, like inquiries into his political affiliation, church attendance, lineage, sex habits,
or racial background. Laws forbidding discrimination on the basis of prior schooling must
be enacted. Laws, of course, cannot stop prejudice against the unschooled-nor are they
meant to force anyone to intermarry with an autodidact but they can discourage unjustified
discrimination.
A second major illusion on which the school system rests is that most learning is the result
of teaching. Teaching, it is true, may contribute to certain kinds of learning under certain
circumstances. But most people acquire most of their knowledge outside school, and in
school only insofar as school, in a few rich countries, has become their place of
confinement during an increasing part of their lives.
Most learning happens casually, and even most intentional learning is not the result of
programmed instruction. Normal children learn their first language casually, although faster
if their parents pay attention to them. Most people who learn a second language well do so
as a result of odd circumstances and not of sequential teaching. They go to live with their
grandparents, they travel, or they fall in love with a foreigner. Fluency in reading is also
more often than not a result of such extracurricular activities. Most people who read widely,
and with pleasure, merely believe that they learned to do so in school; when challenged,
they easily discard this illusion.
But the fact that a great deal of learning even now seems to happen casually and as a
by-product of some other activity defined as work or leisure does not mean that planned
learning does not benefit from planned instruction and that both do not stand in need of
improvement. The strongly motivated student who is faced with the task of acquiring a new
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and complex skill may benefit greatly from the discipline now associated with the
old-fashioned schoolmaster who taught reading, Hebrew, catechism, or multiplication by
rote. School has now made this kind of drill teaching rare and disreputable, yet there are
many skills which a motivated student with normal aptitude can master in a matter of a few
months if taught in this traditional way. This is as true of codes as of their encipherment; of
second and third languages as of reading and writing; and equally of special languages such
as algebra, computer programming, chemical analysis, or of manual skills like typing,
watchmaking, plumbing, wiring, TV repair; or for that matter dancing, driving, and diving.
In certain cases acceptance into a learning program aimed at a specific skill might
presuppose competence in some other skill, but it should certainly not be made to depend
upon the process by which such prerequisite skills were acquired. TV repair presupposes
literacy and some math; diving, good swimming; and driving, very little of either.
Progress in learning skills is measurable. The optimum resources in time and materials
needed by an average motivated adult can be easily estimated. The cost of teaching a second
Western European language to a high level of fluency ranges between four and six hundred
dollars in the United States, and for an Oriental tongue the time needed for instruction
might be doubled. This would still be very little compared with the cost of twelve years of
schooling in New York City (a condition for acceptance of a worker into the Sanitation
Department) almost fifteen thousand dollars. No doubt not only the teacher but also the
printer and the pharmacist protect their trades through the public illusion that training for
them is very expensive.
At present schools pre-empt most educational funds. Drill instruction which costs less than
comparable schooling is now a privilege of those rich enough to bypass the schools, and
those whom either the army or big business sends through in-service training. In a program
of progressive deschooling of U.S. education, at first the resources available for drill
training would be limited. But ultimately there should be no obstacle for anyone at any time
of his life to be able to choose instruction among hundreds of definable skills at public
expense.
Right now educational credit good at any skill center could be provided in limited amounts
for people of all ages, and not just to the poor. I envisage such credit in the form of an
educational passport or an "edu-credit card" provided to each citizen at birth. In order to
favor the poor, who probably would not use their yearly grants early in life, a provision
could be made that interest accrued to later users of cumulated "entitlements." Such credits
would permit most people to acquire the skills most in demand, at their convenience, better,
faster, cheaper, and with fewer undesirable side effects than in school.
Potential skill teachers are never scarce for long because, on the one hand, demand for a
skill grows only with its performance within a community and, on the other, a man
exercising a skill could also teach it. But, at present, those using skills which are in demand
and do require a human teacher are discouraged from sharing these skills with others. This
is done either by teachers who monopolize the licenses or by unions which protect their
trade interests. Skill centers which would be judged by customers on their results, and not
on the personnel they employ or the process they use, would open unsuspected working
opportunities, frequently even for those who are now considered unemployable. Indeed,
there is no reason why such skill centers should not be at the work place itself, with the
employer and his work force supplying instruction as well as jobs to those who choose to
use their educational credits in this way.
In 1956 there arose a need to teach Spanish quickly to several hundred teachers, social
workers, and ministers from the New York Archdiocese so that they could communicate
with Puerto Ricans. My friend Gerry Morris announced over a Spanish radio station that
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he needed native speakers from Harlem. Next day some two hundred teen-agers lined up in
front of his office, and he selected four dozen of them-many of them school dropouts. He
trained them in the use of the U.S. Foreign Service Institute (FSI) Spanish manual,
designed for use by linguists with graduate training, and within a week his teachers were
on their own-each in charge of four New Yorkers who wanted to speak the language.
Within six months the mission was accomplished. Cardinal Spellman could claim that he
had 127 parishes in which at least three staff members could communicate in Spanish. No
school program could have matched these results.
Skill teachers are made scarce by the belief in the value of licenses. Certification constitutes
a form of market manipulation and is plausible only to a schooled mind. Most teachers of
arts and trades are less skillful, less inventive, and less communicative than the best
craftsmen and tradesmen. Most high-school teachers of Spanish or French do not speak the
language as correctly as their pupils might after half a year of competent drills. Experiments
conducted by Angel Quintero in Puerto Rico suggest that many young teen-agers, if given
the proper incentives, programs, and access to tools, are better than most schoolteachers at
introducing their peers to the scientific exploration of plants, stars, and matter, and to the
discovery of how and why a motor or a radio functions.
Opportunities for skill-learning can be vastly multiplied if we open the "market." This
depends on matching the right teacher with the right student when he is highly motivated in
an intelligent program, without the constraint of curriculum.
Free and competing drill instruction is a subversive blasphemy to the orthodox educator. It
dissociates the acquisition of skills from "humane" education, which schools package
together, and thus it promotes unlicensed learning no less than unlicensed teaching for
unpredictable purposes.
There is currently a proposal on record which seems at first to make a great deal of sense. It
has been prepared by Christopher Jencks of the Center for the Study of Public Policy and
is sponsored by the Office of Economic Opportunity. It proposes to put educational
"entitlements" or tuition grants into the hands of parents and students for expenditure in the
schools of their choice. Such individual entitlements could indeed be an important step in
the right direction. We need a guarantee of the right of each citizen to an equal share of
tax-derived educational resources, the right to verify this share, and the right to sue for it if
denied. It is one form of a guarantee against regressive taxation.
The Jencks proposal, however, begins with the ominous statement that "conservatives,
liberals, and radicals have all complained at one time or another that the American
educational system gives professional educators too little incentive to provide high quality
education to most children." The proposal condemns itself by proposing tuition grants
which would have to be spent on schooling.
This is like giving a lame man a pair of crutches and stipulating that he use them only if the
ends are tied together. As the proposal for tuition grants now stands, it plays into the hands
not only of the professional educators but of racists, promoters of religious schools, and
others whose interests are socially divisive. Above all, educational entitlements restricted to
use within schools play into the hands of all those who want to continue to live in a society
in which social advancement is tied not to proven knowledge but to the learning pedigree
by which it is supposedly acquired. This discrimination in favor of schools which
dominates Jencks's discussion on refinancing education could discredit one of the most
critically needed principles for educational reform: the return of initiative and accountability
for learning to the learner or his most immediate tutor.
The deschooling of society implies a recognition of the two-faced nature of learning. An
10 of 63

4/11/08 6:24 PM

Full text of DESCHOOLING SOCIETY by Ivan Illich courtesy of ...

http://reactor-core.org/deschooling.html

insistence on skill drill alone could be a disaster; equal emphasis must be placed on other
kinds of learning. But if schools are the wrong places for learning a skill, they are even
worse places for getting an education. School does both tasks badly, partly because it does
not distinguish between them. School is inefficient in skill instruction especially because it
is curricular. In most schools a program which is meant to improve one skill is chained
always to another irrelevant task. History is tied to advancement in math, and class
attendance to the right to use the playground.
Schools are even less efficient in the arrangement of the circumstances which encourage the
open-ended, exploratory use of acquired skills, for which I will reserve the term "liberal
education." The main reason for this is that school is obligatory and becomes schooling for
schooling's sake: an enforced stay in the company of teachers, which pays off in the
doubtful privilege of more such company. Just as skill instruction must be freed from
curricular restraints, so must liberal education be dissociated from obligatory attendance.
Both skill-learning and education for inventive and creative behavior can be aided by
institutional arrangement, but they are of a different, frequently opposed nature.
Most skills can be acquired and improved by drills, because skill implies the mastery of
definable and predictable behavior. Skill instruction can rely, therefore, on the simulation of
circumstances in which the skill will be used. Education in the exploratory and creative use
of skills, however, cannot rely on drills. Education can be the outcome of instruction,
though instruction of a kind fundamentally opposed to drill. It relies on the relationship
between partners who already have some of the keys which give access to memories stored
in and by the community. It relies on the critical intent of all those who use memories
creatively. It relies on the surprise of the unexpected question which opens new doors for
the inquirer and his partner.
The skill instructor relies on the arrangement of set circumstances which permit the learner
to develop standard responses. The educational guide or master is concerned with helping
matching partners to meet so that learning can take place. He matches individuals starting
from their own, unresolved questions. At the most he helps the pupil to formulate his
puzzlement since only a clear statement will give him the power to find his match, moved
like him, at the moment, to explore the same issue in the same context.
Matching partners for educational purposes initially seems more difficult to imagine than
finding skill instructors and partners for a game. One reason is the deep fear which school
has implanted in us, a fear which makes us censorious. The unlicensed exchange of
skills-even undesirable skills-is more predictable and therefore seems less dangerous than
the unlimited opportunity for meeting among people who share an issue which for them, at
the moment, is socially, intellectually, and emotionally important.
The Brazilian teacher Paulo Freire knows this from experience. He discovered that any
adult can begin to read in a matter of forty hours if the first words he deciphers are charged
with political meaning. Freire trains his teachers to move into a village and to discover the
words which designate current important issues, such as the access to a well or the
compound interest on the debts owed to the patron. In the evening the villagers meet for the
discussion of these key words. They begin to realize that each word stays on the
blackboard even after its sound has faded. The letters continue to unlock reality and to make
it manageable as a problem. I have frequently witnessed how discussants grow in social
awareness and how they are impelled to take political action as fast as they learn to read.
They seem to take reality into their hands as they write it down.
I remember the man who complained about the weight of pencils: they were difficult to
handle because they did not weigh as much as a shovel; and I remember another who on
his way to work stopped with his Companions and wrote the word they were discussing
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with his hoe on the ground: "agua." Since 1962 my friend Freire has moved from exile to
exile, mainly because he refuses to conduct his sessions around words which are
preselected by approved educators, rather than those which his discussants bring to the
class.
The educational matchmaking among people who have been successfully schooled is a
different task. Those who do not need such assistance are a minority, even among the
readers of serious journals. The majority cannot and should not be rallied for discussion
around a slogan, a word, or a picture. But the idea remains the same: they should be able to
meet around a problem chosen and defined by their own initiative. Creative, exploratory
learning requires peers currently puzzled about the same terms or problems. Large
universities make the futile attempt to match them by multiplying their courses, and they
generally fail since they are bound to curriculum, course structure, and bureaucratic
administration. In schools, including universities, most resources are spent to purchase the
time and motivation of a limited number of people to take up predetermined problems in a
ritually defined setting. The most radical alternative to school would be a network or service
which gave each man the same opportunity to share his current concern with others
motivated by the same concern.
Let me give, as an example of what I mean, a description of how an intellectual match might
work in New York City. Each man, at any given moment and at a minimum price, could
identify himself to a computer with his address and telephone number, indicating the book,
article, film, or recording on which he seeks a partner for discussion. Within days he could
receive by mail the list of others who recently had taken the same initiative. This list would
enable him by telephone to arrange for a meeting with persons who initially would be
known exclusively by the fact that they requested a dialogue about the same subject.
Matching people according to their interest in a particular title is radically simple. It permits
identification only on the basis of a mutual desire to discuss a statement recorded by a third
person, and it leaves the initiative of arranging the meeting to the individual. Three
objections are usually raised against this skeletal purity. I take them up not only to clarify
the theory that I want to illustrate by my proposal for they highlight the deep-seated
resistance to deschooling education, to separating learning from social control but also
because they may help to suggest existing resources which are not now used for learning
purposes.
The first objection is: Why cannot self-identification be based also on an idea or an issue?
Certainly such subjective terms could also be used in a computer system. Political parties,
churches, unions, clubs, neighborhood centers, and professional societies already organize
their educational activities in this way and in effect they act as schools. They all match
people in order to explore certain "themes"; and these are dealt with in courses, seminars,
and curricula in which presumed "common interests" are prepackaged. Such
theme-matching is by definition teacher-centered: it requires an authoritarian presence to
define for the participants the starting point for their discussion.
By contrast, matching by the title of a book, film, etc., in its pure form leaves it to the author
to define the special language, the terms, and the framework within which a given problem
or fact is stated; and it enables those who accept this starting point to identify themselves to
one another. For instance, matching people around the idea of "cultural revolution" usually
leads either to confusion or to demagoguery. On the other hand, matching those interested
in helping each other understand a specific article by Mao, Marcuse, Freud, or Goodman
stands in the great tradition of liberal learning from Plato's Dialogues, which are built
around presumed statements by Socrates, to Aquinas's commentaries on Peter the
Lombard. The idea of matching by title is thus radically different from the theory on which
the "Great Books" clubs, for example, were built: instead of relying on the selection by
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some Chicago professors, any two partners can choose any book for further analysis.
The second objection asks: Why not let the identification of match seekers include
information on age, background, world view, competence, experience, or other defining
characteristics? Again, there is no reason why such discriminatory restrictions could not
and should not be built into some of the many universities-with or without walls-which
could use title-matching as their basic organizational device. I could conceive of a system
designed to encourage meetings of interested persons at which the author of the book
chosen would be present or represented; or a system which guaranteed the presence of a
competent adviser; or one to which only students registered in a department or school had
access; or one which permitted meetings only between people who defined their special
approach to the title under discussion. Advantages for achieving specific goals of learning
could be found for each of these restrictions. But I fear that, more often than not, the real
reason for proposing such restrictions is contempt arising from the presumption that people
are ignorant: educators want to avoid the ignorant meeting the ignorant around a text which
they may not understand and which they read only because they are interested in it.
The third objection: Why not provide match seekers with incidental assistance that will
facilitate their meetings-with space, schedules, screening, and protection? This is now done
by schools with all the inefficiency characterizing large bureaucracies. If we left the
initiative for meetings to the match seekers themselves, organizations which nobody now
classifies as educational would probably do the job much better. I think of restaurant
owners, publishers, telephone-answering services, department store managers, and even
commuter train executives who could promote their services by rendering them attractive
for educational meetings.
At a first meeting in a coffee shop, say, the partners might establish their identities by
placing the book under discussion next to their cups. People who took the initiative to
arrange for such meetings would soon learn what items to quote to meet the people they
sought. The risk that the self-chosen discussion with one or several strangers might lead to
a loss of time, disappointment, or even unpleasantness is certainly smaller than the same
risk taken by a college applicant. A computer arranged meeting to discuss an article in a
national magazine, held in a coffee shop off Fourth Avenue, would obligate none of the
participants to stay in the company of his new acquaintances for longer than it took to drink
a cup of coffee, nor would he have to meet any of them ever again. The chance that it would
help to pierce the opaqueness of life in a modern city and further new friendship,
self-chosen work, and critical reading is high. (The fact that a record of personal readings
and meetings could be obtained thus by the FBI is undeniable; that this should still worry
anybody in 1970 is only amusing to a free man, who willy-nilly contributes his share in
order to drown snoopers in the irrelevancies they gather.)
Both the exchange of skills and matching of partners are based on the assumption that
education for all means education by all. Not the draft into a specialized institution but only
the mobilization of the whole population can lead to popular culture. The equal right of each
man to exercise his competence to learn and to instruct is now pre-empted by certified
teachers. The teachers' competence, in turn, is restricted to what may be done in school.
And, further, work and leisure are alienated from each other as a result: the spectator and
the worker alike are supposed to arrive at the work place all ready to fit into a routine
prepared for them. Adaptation in the form of a product's design, instruction, and publicity
shapes them for their role as much as formal education by schooling. A radical alternative
to a schooled society requires not only new formal mechanisms for the formal acquisition
of skills and their educational use. A deschooled society implies a new approach to
incidental or informal education.
Incidental education cannot any longer return to the forms which learning took in the village
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or the medieval town. Traditional society was more like a set of concentric circles of
meaningful structures, while modern man must learn how to find meaning in many
structures to which he is only marginally related. In the village, language and architecture
and work and religion and family customs were consistent with one another, mutually
explanatory and reinforcing. To grow into one implied a growth into the others. Even
specialized apprenticeship was a by-product of specialized activities, such as shoemaking or
the singing of psalms. If an apprentice never became a master or a scholar, he still
contributed to making shoes or to making church services solemn. Education did not
compete for time with either work or leisure. Almost all education was complex, lifelong,
and unplanned.
Contemporary society is the result of conscious designs, and educational opportunities
must be designed into them. Our reliance on specialized, full-time instruction through
school will now decrease, and we must find more ways to learn and teach: the educational
quality of all institutions must increase again. But this is a very ambiguous forecast. It could
mean that men in the modern city will be increasingly the victims of an effective process of
total instruction and manipulation once they are deprived of even the tenuous pretense of
critical independence which liberal schools now provide for at least some of their pupils.
It could also mean that men will shield themselves less behind certificates acquired in
school and thus gain in courage to "talk back" and thereby control and instruct the
institutions in which they participate. To ensure the latter we must learn to estimate the
social value of work and leisure by the educational give-and. take for which they offer
opportunity. Effective participation in the politics of a street, a work place, the library, a
news program, or a hospital is therefore the best measuring stick to evaluate their level as
educational institutions.
I recently spoke to a group of junior-high-school students in the process of organizing a
resistance movement to their obligatory draft into the next class. Their slogan was
"participation not simulation." They were disappointed that this was understood as a
demand for less rather than for more education, and reminded me of the resistance which
Karl Marx put up against a passage in the Gotha program which-one hundred years ago
wanted to outlaw child labor. He opposed the proposal in the interest of the education of the
young, which could happen only at work. If the greatest fruit of man's labor should be the
education he receives from it and the opportunity which work gives him to initiate the
education of others, then the alienation of modern society in a pedagogical sense is even
worse than its economic alienation.
The major obstacle on the way to a society that truly educates was well defined by a black
friend of mine in Chicago, who told me that our imagination was "all schooled up." We
permit the state to ascertain the universal educational deficiencies of its citizens and
establish one specialized agency to treat them. We thus share in the delusion that we can
distinguish between what is necessary education for others and what is not, just as former
generations established laws which defined what was sacred and what was profane.
Durkheim recognized that this ability to divide social reality into two realms was the very
essence of formal religion. There are, he reasoned, religions without the supernatural and
religions without gods, but none which does not subdivide the world into things and times
and persons that are sacred and others that as a consequence are profane. Durkheim's
insight can be applied to the sociology of education, for school is radically divisive in a
similar way. The every existence of obligatory schoods divides any society into two realms:
some time spans and processes and treatments and professions are "academic" or
"pedagogic," and others are not. The power of school thus to divide social reality has no
boundaries: education becomes unworldly and world becomes noneducational. Since
Bonhoeffer contemporary theologians have pointed to the confusions now reigning
between the Biblical message and institutionalized religion. They point to the experience
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that Christian freedom and faith usually gain from secularization. Inevitably their statements
sound blasphemous to many churchmen. Unquestionably, the educational process will gain
from the deschooling of society even though this demand sounds to many schoolmen like
treason to the enlightenment. But it is enlightenment itself that is now being snuffed out in
the schools. The secularization of the Christian faither depends on the dedication to it on the
part of Christians rooted in the Church. In much the same way, the deschooling of
education depends on the leadership of those brought up in the schools. Their curriculum
cannot serve them as an alibi for the task: each of us remains responsible for what has been
made of him, even though he may be able to do no more than accept this responsibility and
serve as a warning to others.

2. PHENOMENOLOGY OF SCHOOL
Some words become so flexible that they cease to be useful "School" and "teaching" are
such terms. Like an amoeba they fit into almost any interstice of the language. ABM will
teach the Russians, IBM will teach Negro children, and the army can become the school of
a nation.
The search for alternatives in education must therefore start with an agreement on what it is
we mean by "school." This might be done in several ways. We could begin by listing the
latent functions performed by modern school systems, such as custodial care, selection,
indoctrination, and learning. We could make a client analysis and verify which of these
latent functions render a service or a disservice to teachers, employers, children, parents, or
the professions. We could survey the history of Western culture and the information
gathered by anthropology in order to find institutions which played a role like that now
performed by schooling. We could, finally, recall the many normative statements which
have been made since the time of Comenius, or even since Quintilian, and discover which
of these the modern school system most closely approaches. But any of these approaches
would oblige us to start with certain assumptions about a relationship between school and
education. To develop a language in which we can speak about school without such
constant recourse to education, I have chosen to begin with something that might be called a
phenomenology of public school. For this purpose I shall define "school" as the
age-specific, teacher-related process requiring full-time attendance at an obligatory
curriculum.

1. Age
School groups people according to age. This grouping rests on three unquestioned
premises. Children belong in school. Children learn in school. Children can be taught only
in school.
I think these unexamined premises deserve serious questioning. We have grown
accustomed to children. We have decided that they should go to school, do as they are told,
and have neither income nor families of their own. We expect them to know their place and
behave like children. We remember, whether nostalgically or bitterly, a time when we were
children, too. We are expected to tolerate the childish behavior of children. Man-kind, for
us, is a species both afflicted and blessed with the task of caring for children. We forget,
however, that our present concept of "childhood" developed only recently in Western
Europe and more recently still in the Americas.*
Childhood as distinct from infancy, adolescence, or youth was unknown to most historical
periods. Some Christian centuries did not even have an eye for its bodily proportions.
Artists depicted the infant as a miniature adult seated on his mother's arm. Children
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As the Right wages a frontal assault against all remnants of the democratic state and its welfare provisions, the
progressive Left is in disarray. Theoretical and political impoverishment feed off each other as hope of a
revolutionary project capable of challenging the existing forces of domination appears remote. Militarism
increasingly engulfs the entire social order as matters of "war and national security" become "consuming
anxieties" that provide the "memories, models, and metaphors that shape broad areas of national life" as well as
drive American foreign policy (Sherry 1995:xi). As U.S. military action expands its reach into Iraq,
Afghanistan, and possibly Iran and Syria, under the guise of an unlimited war against terrorism, public spaces
on the domestic front are increasingly being organized around values supporting a bellicose, patriarchal, and
jingoistic culture that is undermining "centuries of democratic gains" (Buck-Morss 2003:33). As politics is
separated from economic power, the state surrenders its obligation to contain the power of corporations and
financial capital, reducing its role to matters of surveillance, disciplinary control, and order. Market
fundamentalism and the militarization of public life mutually reinforce each other to displace the promise, if
not the very idea, of the Great Society—with its emphasis on the common good, basic social provisions for all,
social justice, and economic mobility. Fuelled by dreams of empire as well as the desire to mask the shape
political power is taking in a period of economic and social decline, militarism and neoliberalism cloak
themselves in the discourse of democracy in order to hide the barbarism being reproduced in the torture
prisons in Iraq and Afghanistan, in the spread of wage slavery in the interest of capital accumulation, and in the
carceral surveillance and disciplinary measures being imposed on the nation's public schools. Democratic
political projects appear remote and give rise to either cynicism, solipsism, or reductionistic ideologies on the
part of many progressives within and outside of the academy. The crucial task of theorizing a politics suitable
for the twenty-first century has fallen on hard times. Economistic theories return to dominate much of the Left,
reducing politics to a reflection of economic forces, interests, and measures. Within the university, critically
engaged intellectuals appear in short supply as most academics, especially in the humanities and social
sciences, bid a hasty retreat to arcane discourses, retrograde notions of professionalism, or irrelevant academic
specialities (Agger 1989; Said 2004). Rather than reinventing and rethinking the challenge of an oppositional
politics within a global public sphere, the academic Left appears to be withdrawing from the demands of civic
engagement by retreating into what Susan Buck-Morss (2003) calls "theory-world," a space where the
"academic freedom of critical theorists coincides with our lack of influence in public and political debate"(p.
68). Hope, once embodied in the politics of persuasion, the drive for instituting critical education in a diverse
number of public spheres, collective efforts to organize struggles within major institutions, and the attempt to
build international social movements seems, at best, a nostalgic remnant of the 1960s. The naturalness and
commonsense appeal of the neoliberal economic order produces a crisis of political and historical imagination,
on the one hand, and an educational crisis on the other. It is in opposition to the current turn away from matters
of history, culture, and politics that I begin with a quote from Susan George, a powerful critic of neoliberalism
and a leading voice in the anti-globalization movement. She writes:
In 1945 or 1950, if you had seriously proposed any of the ideas and policies in today's standard
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neoliberal toolkit, you would have been laughed off the stage or sent to the insane asylum. At least
in the Western countries, at that time, everyone was a Keynesian, a social democrat, or a social
Christian democrat or some shade of Marxist. The idea that the market should be allowed to make
major social and political decisions, the idea that the state should voluntarily reduce its role in the
economy, or that corporations should be given total freedom, that trade unions should be curbed
and citizens given much less rather than more social protection-such ideas were utterly foreign to
the spirit of the time. Even if someone actually agreed with these ideas, he or she would have
hesitated to take such a position in public and would have had a hard time finding an audience
(George 1999, para 2).
Times have changed and altered historical conditions posit new problems, define different projects, and often
demand fresh discourses. The complex theoretical discourses fashioned in the academy in the 1980s and
1990s seem hopelessly disconnected, if not irrelevant, in the current moment. And the space of democratic
political and social thought now appears exhausted by a panoply of military, religious, and market
fundamentalisms that refuse to question their own assumptions and instead appeal to the naturalness and
inevitability of their ascendancy and the historical struggles that produced it. George's comments are
instructive because in resurrecting historical memory, they not only point to a current period in American
history in which the seemingly impossible has become possible (Giroux 2004), but also gesture towards those
forces that must be named in order to become the object of resistance and refusal. The impossible in this case is
the specter of authoritarianism replacing a weakened and damaged liberal democracy. With the election of
George W. Bush to the presidency in 2000, the United States finds itself in the midst of a revolution in which
the most basic, underlying principles of democracy have begun to unravel. The nature of this right-wing
revolution resides in the lived relations of the contemporary social order and the ways in which such relations
exacerbate the material conditions of inequality, undercut a sense of individual and social agency, hijack
democratic values—such as egalitarianism and dissent—and promote a deep sense of hopelessness and
cynicism. Resuscitating a deeply anti-modernist past as a way to command the future, the Bush administration
has evoked the cult of traditionalism, religious fundamentalism, and the absolute reign of the market as central
features of an emerging authoritarianism designed to "roll back the twentieth century quite literally"(Greider
2003:11). The alliance of militant neoconservatives, extremist evangelical Christians, and free market
fundamentalists imagines a social order modeled on the presidency of William McKinley and the values of the
robber barons. The McKinley presidency, which spanned from 1897 to 1901, "had a consummate passion to
serve corporate and imperial power" (Moyers 2004). This was an age when blacks, women, immigrants, and
minorities of class "knew their place"; big government served the exclusive interests of the corporate
monopolists; commanding institutions were under the sway of narrow political interests; welfare was a private
enterprise, and labor unions were kept in check by the repressive forces of the state—all while an imperialist
war raged in the Philippines. With the geographic shift to Iraq, all of these conditions are being reproduced
under the leadership of an extremist element of the Republican Party that holds sway over all branches of
government.
One of the central elements of the new authoritarianism is a structural relationship between the state and the
economy that produces rigid hierarchies, concentrates power in relatively few hands, unleashes the most
brutal elements of a rabid individualism, destroys the welfare state, incarcerates large numbers of its now
disposable populations, economically disenfranchises large segments of the lower and middle classes, and
reduces entire countries to pauperization (Harvey 2005; Giroux 2003). Neoliberalism not only dissolves the
bonds of sociality and reciprocity; it also undermines the nature of social obligations by defining civil society
exclusively through an appeal to market-driven values. At the same time neoliberalism feeds a growing
authoritarianism steeped in militarism, Christian fundamentalism, and jingoistic patriotism, encouraging
intolerance and hate as it punishes critical engagement and questioning, especially if they are at odds with the
reactionary religious and political agenda being pushed by the Bush administration.
Increasingly, education appears useful only to those who hold political and economic power, and issues
regarding how the academy might contribute to the quality of democratic public life on a national and global
level are either ignored or dismissed. On the Right, neoliberal cheerleaders are pushing hard to turn the
university into another outpost of corporate learning and training. On the Left, education as a site of dialectical
struggle, persuasion, and critical engagement is all too often reduced to ritual debunking and demystification,
revealing the political logic of a debased capitalist system. But revelation guarantees nothing and in this case
substitutes a limited form of reportage for the hard pedagogical work connecting empowering forms of
knowledge to the realities and social forms that bear down on students' everyday lives (Freire 1998). The
collective struggle to widen the reach and quality of education as a basis for creating critical citizens—so alive in
the sixties— is rendered defunct within the corporate drive for efficiency, downsizing, profits, and an utterly
instrumentalist notion of excellence. Cornel West (2004) has argued persuasively that just as we need to
analyze those dark forces shutting down democracy "we also need to be very clear about the vision that lures us
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toward hope and the sources of that vision"(p. 18). I want to act on West's utopian call by recapturing the vital
role that an expanded notion of critical education might play for educators, students, cultural studies'
advocates, and other progressives by providing a language of critique and possibility which addresses the
growing threat of free market fundamentalism to an inclusive democracy and the promise of a cultural politics
in which pedagogy occupies a formative role in shaping both critical agency and the radical imagination.
But before I make that case, I want to address in more detail neoliberalism as one of the most powerful
anti-democratic ideologies now threatening both the idea and formation of a critically informed citizenry, a
viable notion of social agency, and the idea of the university as a democratic public sphere. In doing so, I hope
to establish a context for analyzing the importance of cultural studies as a theoretical, pedagogical, and political
intervention that makes clear both the responsibility of academics to understand and engage neoliberalism
within the rising tide of authoritarianism in the United States and elsewhere and what it might mean to offer
students and others the hope and tools necessary to revitalize the culture of politics as an ethical response to the
demise of democratic public life. At the very least, such a challenge demands that educators and other cultural
workers struggle to preserve and revitalize those institutional spaces, forums, and public spheres that support
and defend critical education, help students come to terms with their own power as individual and social
agents, and reclaim those non-market values such as caring, community, trust, conviction, and courage that
are vital to a substantive democracy.

The Politics of Neoliberalism
Neoliberalism not only exerts unparalleled influence on the global economy, but also redefines the very nature
of politics and society. Free-market fundamentalism rather than democratic idealism is now the driving force
of economics and politics in most of the world. It is a market ideology driven not just by profits but by an ability
to reproduce itself with such success that, to paraphrase Fredric Jameson (1994:xii), it is easier to imagine the
end of the world than it is to imagine the end of capitalism, even as it creates vast inequalities and promotes
human suffering throughout the globe. Wedded to the belief that the market should be the organizing principle
for all political, social, and economic decisions, neoliberalism increasingly drives the meaning of citizenship
and social life while waging an incessant attack on democracy, public goods, the welfare state, and
noncommodified values.
Neoliberal economics has dominated American society since the 1970s and has been embraced by both New
Democrats and conservatives. Both political parties in the U.S. embrace the defining principles of
neoliberalism, especially the notions that the market is self-regulating and should be free of interference by the
government, that choice is defined as an economic prerogative, and that "economic transactions can
subordinate and [in] many cases replace political democracy"(Newfield 2002:314). While there is some
political opposition among the established parties to the brutalizing policies of neoliberalism, both political
parties generally buy into a corporate driven legislative agenda, which includes:
deregulation of business at all levels of enterprises and trade; tax reduction for wealthy individuals
and corporations; the revival of the near-dormant nuclear energy industry; limitations and
abrogation of labor's right to organize and bargain collectively; a land policy favoring commercial
and industrial development at the expense of conservation and other pro-environment policies;
elimination of income support to chronically unemployed; reduced federal aid to education and
health; privatization of the main federal pension program, social security; limitations on the right
of aggrieved individuals to sue employees and corporations who provide services (Aronowitz
2003:102).
Under neoliberalism everything either is for sale or is plundered for profit. One might also add to Aronowitz's
list the attack on institutions dedicated to critically informing the public; the handing over by politicians of the
public's airwaves over to a handful of powerful broadcasters and large corporate interests without a dime going
into the public trust; the attitude toward entire populations, especially those of color who are poor are now
considered disposable; the increasing resemblance of schools to either jails or high-end shopping malls,
depending on their clientele; the pressure on teachers to get revenue for their school by hawking everything
from hamburgers to pizza parties. Additionally, university enrollment and attendance in an era of drastic
cutbacks and spiraling tuition becomes once again the near exclusive preserve of the upper middle classes
(Giroux and Giroux 2004).
Corporations more and more not only design the economic sphere but also shape legislation and policy
affecting all levels of government, and with limited opposition. As corporate power lays siege to the political
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process, the benefits flow upward to the rich and the powerful. In Bush's ownership society, government policy
now works to benefit the biggest corporations. For example, Bush's 2006 budget contains drastic cuts for many
of the major regulatory agencies not only compromising everything from emission standards to drug safety
programs, but also presenting the "possibilities—indeed, probability—that these public agencies will become
captives of private corporations they are supposed to regulate" (Drutman and Cray 2005:17). It gets worse.
Included in such benefits are reform policies that shift the burden of taxes from the rich to the middle class, the
working poor, and state governments as can be seen in the shift from taxes on wealth (capital gains, dividends,
and estate taxes) to a tax on work, principally in the form of a regressive payroll tax (Collins, Hartman, Kraut,
and Mota 2004). During the 2002-2004 fiscal years, tax cuts delivered $197.3 billion in tax breaks to the
wealthiest 1% of Americans (i.e., households making more than $337,000 a year) while state governments
increased taxes to fill a $200 billion budget deficit (Gonsalves 2004). Equally alarming, a recent Congressional
study revealed that 63% of all corporations in 2000 paid no taxes while "[s]ix in ten corporations reported no
tax liability for the five years from 1996 through 2000, even though corporate profits were growing at
record-breaking levels during that period" (Woodard 2004:para.11).
As neoliberal policies dominate politics and social life, the breathless rhetoric of the global victory of
free-market rationality is invoked to cut public expenditures and undermine those non-commodified public
spheres that serve as the repository for critical education, public dialogue, and collective intervention. Public
services such as health care, child care, public assistance, education, and transportation are now subject to the
rules of the market. Social relations between parents and children, doctors and patients, teachers and students
are reduced to that of supplier and customer just as the laws of market replace those noncommodified values
capable of defending vital public goods and spheres. Forsaking the public good for the private good and
hawking the needs of the corporate and private sector as the only source of sound investment, neoliberal
ideology produces, legitimates, and exacerbates the existence of persistent poverty, inadequate health care,
racial apartheid in the inner cities, and growing inequalities between the rich and the poor (Street 2004;
Krugman 2003; Phillips 2003). Under neoliberalism, the state now makes a grim alignment with corporate
capital and transnational corporations, legitimating the dangerous presuppositions that corporations should be
planning our future and that progress should be defined almost exclusively in economic and technological
terms rather than in social and ethical terms. Corporations, in turn, are not designed to be responsible citizens.
On the contrary, their sole purpose is to make money and by default accumulate power. Unfortunately, when
left unregulated, "they begin to overwhelm the political institutions that can keep them in check, eroding key
limitations on their destructive capacities. Internationally, of the 100 largest economies in the world, 51 are
corporations and 49 are nations"(Drutman and Cray 2005:17).
In its capacity to dehistoricize and naturalize such sweeping social change, as well as in its aggressive attempts
to destroy all of the public spheres necessary for the defense of a genuine democracy, neoliberalism reproduces
the conditions for unleashing the most brutalizing forces of capitalism (Derber 2002). Social Darwinism with
its ruthless indifference to human suffering has risen like a phoenix from the ashes of nineteenth-century
pseudoscience and can now be seen in full display on most reality TV programs and in the unfettered
self-interest that now drives popular culture and fits so well with the spirit of authoritarianism. There is no
public politics in this discourse—only the private domain of market identities, values, and practices (Giroux
2004). As social bonds are replaced by unadulterated materialism and narcissism, public concerns are now
understood and experienced as utterly private miseries, except when offered up on Jerry Springer as fodder for
entertainment. Where public space—or its mass mediated simulacrum—does exist, it is the backdrop for a
highly orchestrated and sensational confessional for private woes, a cutthroat game of winner-take-all replacing
more traditional forms of courtship, as in Who Wants to Marry a Millionaire, or an advertisement for crass
consumerism, like MTV's Cribs.
Conscripts in a relentless campaign for personal responsibility, Americans are now convinced that they have
little to hope for—and gain from—the government, non-profit public spheres, democratic associations, public
and higher education, or other non-governmental social forces. With few exceptions, the project of
democratizing public goods has fallen into disrepute in the popular imagination as the logic of the market
undermines the most basic social solidarities. The consequences include not only a weakened social state, but a
growing sense of insecurity, cynicism, and political retreat on the part of the general public. The incessant calls
for self-reliance that now dominate public discourse betray an eviscerated and refigured state that neither
provides adequate safety nets for its populace, especially those who are young, poor, or racially marginalized,
nor gives any indication that it will serve the interests of its citizens in spite of constitutional guarantees.
In fact, the reconfigured state is increasingly becoming a carceral enterprise more concerned with punishing
and policing than with nurturing and investing in the public good. Situated within an expanding culture of
fear, market freedoms seem securely grounded in a defense of national security, capital, and property rights.
When coupled with a media-driven culture of panic and hyped-up levels of insecurity, surviving public spaces
are increasingly monitored and militarized. Recently, events in New York, New Jersey, and Washington D.C.
provide an interesting case in point. When the media alerted the nation's citizenry to new terrorist threats
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specific to these areas, CNN ran a lead story on its beneficial impact on tourism—specifically on the
enthusiastic clamor by tourist families to get their pictures taken among U.S. paramilitary units now lining city
streets, fully flanked with their imposing tanks and massive machine guns. The accouterments of a police state
now vie with high-end shopping and museum visits for the public's attention, with only the occasional murmur
of protest. But the investment in surveillance and carceral containment is hardly new. Since the early 1990s,
state governments have invested more in prison construction than in education, and prison guards and security
personnel in public schools are two of the fastest growing professions.

Neoliberalism as Public Pedagogy
Within neoliberalism's market-driven discourse, corporate power marks the space of a new kind of public
pedagogy, one in which the production, dissemination, and circulation of ideas emerge from the educational
force of the larger culture. Public pedagogy in this sense refers to a powerful ensemble of ideological and
institutional forces whose aim is to produce competitive, self-interested individuals vying for their own material
and ideological gain. Under neoliberalism, pedagogy has become thoroughly reactionary as it operates from a
variety of education sites producing forms of pedagogical address in which matters of personal agency, social
freedom, and the obligations of citizenship conceive of political and social democracy as a burden, an
unfortunate constraint on market relations, profit making, and a consumer democracy (Newfield 2002).
Corporate-driven public pedagogy and culture largely cancel out or devalue gender, class-specific, and racial
injustices of the existing social order by absorbing the democratic impulses and practices of civil society within
narrow economic relations. Knowledge has become capital to invest in the economy but has little to do with the
power of self-definition or the capacities needed to expand the scope and operations of freedom and justice.
Similarly, corporate public pedagogy has become an all-encompassing cultural horizon for producing not only
mega-corporate conglomerates but also market identities, values, and atomizing social practices. As politics
increasingly becomes privatized, some neoliberal advocates argue that the answer to solving the health care
and education crises faced by many states is to sell off public assets to private interests, just as they insist the
problem of social security can be solved through private investment accounts. The Pentagon even considered,
if only for a short time, turning the war on terror and security concerns over to futures markets, subject to
on-line trading. Neoliberalism utterly privatizes politics and offers absurd solutions to collective problems such
as in suggesting that water pollution can be solved by buying bottled water. Thus, non-commodified public
spheres are replaced by commercial spheres as the substance of critical democracy is emptied out and
replaced by both a democracy of goods available to those with purchasing power and the increasing expansion
of the cultural and political power of corporations throughout the world.
Under neoliberalism, dominant public pedagogy with its narrow and imposed schemes of classification and
limited modes of identification uses the educational force of the culture to negate the basic conditions for
critical agency. What becomes clear in the new information age, or what Zygmunt Bauman (2000) calls liquid
modernity, is that the power of the dominant order is not just economic, but ideological—rooted in the ability to
mobilize consent, define a particular notion of agency, impose narrow visions of the future, and decouple
politics from both social notions of agency and democratic visions of freedom and social justice. Within
neoliberal public pedagogy, individuality has nothing to do with self-empowerment. Self-development is
instead refashioned as the endless pursuit of personal interests. A belief in the power of a brutalizing
self-interest replaces any notion of shared responsibility or social justice. Misfortune in this discourse does not
arouse the obligations of citizenship but is relegated to the status of an individual weakness. Public goods are
now transformed into sites for individual financial gain and social problems dissolve into the discourse of
pathology. Poverty is now viewed as a crime. Racism is viewed as a personal prejudice (more often than not
victimizing whites), and unemployment is a mark of weak character. Power, inequality, and social justice
disappear from the language of the social, just as the individual increasingly lives in a world in which private
interests take precedence over social concerns.
As collective agents recede under neoliberalism, market forces incessantly attempt to privatize or
commercialize public space. One consequence is that those noncommodified spaces and vernacular capable
of providing individuals with the discourses, values, and subject positions crucial to identifying and struggling
over institutions vital to the life of democracy begin to disappear from the political scene. Under such
circumstances, matters of agency become even more crucial to viable democratic politics as those spaces
capable of producing critical modes of pedagogy increasingly slip into the black hole of commercialized space.
As public spaces disappear, it becomes more difficult to develop a democratic discourse for educating
collective social agents capable of raising critical questions about the limits of a market-driven society as well as
what it might mean to theorize about the future of public institutions central to the development of truly
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substantive democratic society. In the absence of public spaces that promote shared democratic values, a new
authoritarian politics and culture emerge in which the state makes a grim alignment with corporate capital,
neoconservative visions of empire, and Christian fundamentalism. Political power is now accumulated behind
an alliance of economic, political, and religious fundamentalists who recognize that "military-like discipline
abroad requires military-like discipline at home" (Harvey 2003:193). Repressive legislation is used to sacrifice
civil liberties in the cause of national security; the government promotes a culture of fear to implement
neoliberal policies at home and neoconservative visions of empire abroad; dissent is labeled as unpatriotic, and
the media and political parties increasingly become adjuncts of official power (Giroux 2003; Barber 2003;
Robin 2004).
As neoliberal economics is accorded more respect than democratic politics, the citizen has been abandoned
and the consumer becomes the only viable model of agency. As public spending decreases, education is
divorced from democratic politics and the political state increasingly becomes the corporate state (Hertz
2003). All the more reason to take seriously Hannah Arendt's (1965) claim that "without a politically
guaranteed public realm, freedom lacks the worldly space to make its appearance" (p.149 ). And it is precisely
within such a realm that subjects are socialized into forms of individual and social agency in which they learn
how to govern rather than be governed, to assume the responsibilities of engaged citizens rather than be
reduced to consumers or investors. Arendt (1965) understood quite clearly that democracy can only emerge, if
not flourish, within political organizations in which education was viewed both as a site of politics and as the
foundation that provided the pedagogical conditions in which individuals could learn the knowledge, skills,
and values necessary for those forms of citizenship, leadership, and social engagement that deepened and
extended the realities of an inclusive democracy. Politics often begins when it becomes possible to make power
visible, to challenge the ideological circuitry of hegemonic knowledge, and to recognize that "political
subversion presupposes cognitive subversion, a conversion of the vision of the world"(Bourdieu 2001:128). But
another element of politics focuses on where politics happens, how proliferating sites of pedagogy bring into
being new forms of resistance, raise new questions, and necessitate alternative visions regarding autonomy and
the possibility of democracy itself. Neoliberal ideology and pedagogy have been reproduced and reinforced
within the advanced countries of the West through the development of new sites of pedagogy and new
technologies that penetrate spaces that historically have been beyond the reach of the logic of commercialism
and commodification. Hence, it is all the more necessary for educators and other cultural workers to take
seriously both the proliferating sites of these new forms of ideological address and the work they do within the
social order to create agents and subject positions that become complicitous with the brutalizing logic of the
market.
At this point in American history, neoliberal capitalism is not simply too overpowering; on the contrary,
"democracy is too weak" (Barber 2002:A23). Profound transformations have taken place in the public space,
producing new sites of pedagogy marked by a distinctive confluence of new digital and media technologies,
growing concentrations of corporate power, and unparalleled meaning producing capacities. Unlike
traditional forms of pedagogy, knowledge and desire are inextricably connected to modes of pedagogical
address mediated through unprecedented electronic technologies that include high speed computers, new
types of digitized film, and CD-ROMs. Such sites operate within a wide variety of social institutions and formats
including sports and entertainment media, cable television networks, churches, and channels of elite and
popular culture, such as advertising. The result is a public pedagogy that plays a decisive role in producing a
diverse cultural sphere that gives new meaning to education as a political force.
While John Dewey, Paulo Freire, and various other leading educational theorists in the last century understood
the important connection between education and democracy, they had no way in their time of recognizing that
the larger culture would extend beyond, if not supercede, institutionalized education, particularly schools, as
the most important educational force over developed societies. In fact, education and pedagogy have long been
synonymous with schooling in the public mind. Challenging such a recognition does not invalidate the
importance of formal education to democracy, but it does require a critical understanding of how the work of
education takes place in such institutions as well as in a range of other knowledge and meaning producing
spheres such as advertising, television, film, the Internet, video game culture, and the popular press. Rather
than invalidate the importance of schooling, it extends the sites of pedagogy and in doing so broadens and
deepens the meaning and importance of public pedagogy. What is being suggested here is that educators,
cultural studies theorists, and others take seriously the role that culture plays, as Raymond Williams (1967:15)
puts it, as a form of "permanent education."
The concept of public pedagogy as a form of permanent education underscores the central importance of
formal spheres of learning that unlike their popular counterparts—driven largely by commercial interests that
more often miseducate the public—must provide citizens with those critical capacities, modes of literacies,
knowledge, and skills that enable them to both read the world critically and participate in shaping and
governing it. Put differently, formal spheres of learning provide one of the few sites where students can be
educated to understand, critically engage, and transform those institutions that are largely shaping their beliefs
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and sense of agency. I am not claiming that public or higher education are free from corporate influence and
dominant ideologies, but that such sites of education, at best, have historically provided the spaces and
conditions for prioritizing civic values over commercial interests, for recognizing that consumerism is not the
only kind of citizenship, and for vouchsafing the purpose and meaning of critical education in a democratic
society that bears its responsibility to present and future generations of young people. In spite of its present
embattled status and contradictory roles, higher education, in particular, remains uniquely placed—though
also under attack by the forces of corporatization—to prepare students to both understand and influence the
larger educational forces that shape their lives. Needless to say, those of us who work in such institutions by
virtue of our privileged positions within a rather obvious division of labor have an obligation to draw upon those
traditions and resources capable of providing a critical education to all students in order to prepare them for a
world in which information and power have taken on new and significant dimensions. In fact, the critique of
information cannot be separated from the critique of power itself, providing a substantial new challenge for
how we are to theorize politics for the twenty-first century. One way to take up this challenge is to address the
theoretical contributions that a number of radical educators and cultural studies theorists have made in
engaging not only the primacy of culture as a political force, but also how the relationship between culture and
power constitutes a new site of politics, pedagogy, and resistance.

Cultural Studies and the Question of Pedagogy
Of course, my position on the civic obligations of the academy is not without its critics. It is not a position that
supports traditional views of humanistic education, its canons, or its implicit demand for reverence rather than
engagement. Consider, by way of the counter example, Jeffrey Hart (1996), Dartmouth professor and a Senior
Editor with the National Review (the right-wing magazine founded by William F. Buckley, a founder of
American conservatism and a former employee of the CIA). Echoing the central concerns of the culture wars
that conservatives have been waging in full force since the 1980s, his claim is twofold: higher education has
been taken over by radicals who are a product of the 1960s, and conservative students are being mistreated
because they are overwhelmingly subjected to political indoctrination or harassment. Sounding the alarm on
the disciplinary and theoretical advances of the last several decades—like cultural studies and women's
studies—Hart responds to the question "How to get a decent college education?" as follows:
Select the ordinary courses. I use ordinary here in a paradoxical and challenging way. An ordinary
course is one that has always been taken and obviously should be taken—even if the student is not
yet equipped with a sophisticated rationale for so doing. The student should be discouraged from
putting his money on the cutting edge of interdisciplinary cross-textuality. If the student should
seek out those ordinary courses, then it follows that he should avoid the flashy come-ons. Avoid
things like Nicaraguan Lesbian poets. Yes, and anything listed under 'Studies,' any course whose
description uses the words 'interdisciplinary,' 'hegemonic,' 'phallocratic,' or 'empowerment,'
anything that mentions 'keeping a diary,' any course with a title like 'Adventures in Film.' Also, any
male professor who comes to class without a jacket and tie should be regarded with extreme
prejudice unless he has won a Nobel Prize (34).
Unlike Hart who believes that cultural studies is the enemy of not only higher education but also what he would
term the "disinterested" mind, I believe that cultural studies for all of its diversity and contradictions is one of
the few theoretical traditions within the academy that links learning to social change and education to the
imperatives of a critical and global democracy.
My own interest in cultural studies emerges out of its early concern with adult education, exemplified in the
work of Richard Hoggart (1957), Raymond Williams (1958), Stuart Hall (1992) and Paul Willis (1981), and
more recently in the work of Lawrence Grossberg (1997), bell hooks (1994), Stanley Aronowitz (2000), and
Nick Couldry (2001), who focus on education more broadly. This tradition, often ignored today, views cultural
studies as an empowering practice that "acts directly upon the conditions of culture to change them" (Couldry
2001:66), engages the politics of cultural studies as part of a broader project related to democracy, and views
matters of pedagogy as central to the project of cultural studies itself. Within this perspective, intellectual work
and practice within the university are articulated as a matter of democracy. Defining the task of cultural
studies, Raymond Williams (1989) argued,
it has been about taking the best we can in intellectual work and going with it in this very open way
to confront people for whom it is not a way of life, for whom it is not in any probability a job, but for
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whom it is a matter of their own intellectual interest, their own understanding of the pressures on
them, pressures of every kind, from the most personal to the most broadly political—if we are
prepared to take that kind of work and revise the syllabus and discipline as best we can...then
Cultural Studies has a very remarkable future indeed (161-162).
Such a project calls for intellectual work that is theoretically rigorous, radically contextual, interdisciplinary,
and self-critical about its motivating questions and assumptions. This project engages culture through a wide
variety of social forms and material relations of power, views theory as a resource, and historical memory as a
series of ruptures rather than a totalizing narrative. Cultural studies in this perspective is not only
deconstructive, but also willing, to quote Stuart Hall (1992:11), "to address the central, urgent, and disturbing
questions of a society and a culture in the most rigorous intellectual way we have available." Such a discourse
points to the hard work of providing a language of critique and possibility, of imagining different futures, and
addressing the pedagogical conditions that make possible the agents, politics, and forms of resistance necessary
to reclaim the promise of a truly global, democratic future.
My commitment to cultural studies emerges out of an ongoing project to theorize the diverse ways in which
culture functions as a contested sphere over the production, distribution, and regulation of power and how and
where it operates both symbolically and institutionally as an educational, political, and economic force. In this
perspective, cultural studies recognizes the primacy of the pedagogical as a critical practice through which
politics is pluralized, understood as contingent, and open to many formations. But cultural studies is also
crucial for resisting those mutually informing material and symbolic registers in which matters of
representation and meaning work to secure particular market identities, legitimate dominant relations of
power, and privatize spaces of dialogue and dissent, especially as neoliberalism attempts to undermine the
very meaning and practice of a substantive democracy.
Against the neoliberal attack on all things social, cultural studies can play an important role in producing
narratives, metaphors, images, and desiring maps that exercise a powerful pedagogical force over how people
think about themselves, engage with the claims of others, address questions of justice, and take up the
obligations of an engaged citizenship. Within a cultural studies discourse, culture is the primary
sphere/space/location in which individuals, groups, and institutions learn to translate the diverse and
multiple relations that mediate between private life and public concerns (Bauman 1999). Far from being
exclusively about matters of representation and texts, culture becomes a site, event, and performance in which
identities and modes of agency are configured through the mutually determined forces of thought and action,
body and mind, and time and space. Culture offers a site where common concerns, new solidarities, and public
dialogue refigure the fundamental elements of democracy. Culture is also the pedagogical and political ground
on which a global public sphere can be imagined to confront the now planetary inequities of symbolic and
material power, just as it promotes the possibilities of shared dialogue and democratic transformation. Culture
as an emancipatory force affirms the social as a fundamentally political space, just as neoliberalism attempts
within the current historical moment to deny culture's relevance as a public sphere and its centrality as a
political necessity.
Central to any viable notion of cultural studies, then, is the primacy of culture and power, organized through an
understanding of how private issues are connected to larger social conditions and collective forces; that is, how
the very processes of learning constitute the political mechanisms through which identities are shaped, desires
mobilized, and experiences take on form and meaning within those collective conditions and larger forces that
constitute the realm of the social. This suggests the necessity on the part of cultural theorists to be particularly
attentive to the connections between pedagogy and political agency. Yet, unfortunately, the much needed
emphasis on making the political more pedagogical has not occupied a central place in the work of most
cultural studies theorists, as it did in the field's earliest formations. Pedagogy in most cultural studies work
either is limited to the realm of schooling, dismissed as a discipline with very little academic cultural capital, or
is rendered reactionary through the claim that it simply accommodates the paralyzing grip of governmental
institutions that normalize all pedagogical practices.

From a Pedagogy of Understanding to a Pedagogy of
Intervention
In opposition to these positions, I want to reclaim a tradition in radical educational theory and cultural studies
in which pedagogy as a critical practice is central to any viable notion of agency, inclusive democracy, and a
broader global public sphere. Pedagogy as both a language of critique and possibility looms large in these
critical traditions, not as a technique or a priori set of methods, but as a political and moral practice. As a
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political practice, pedagogy is viewed as the outgrowth of struggles and illuminates the relationships among
power, knowledge, and ideology, while self-consciously, if not self-critically, recognizing the role it plays as a
deliberate attempt to influence how and what knowledge and identities are produced within particular sets of
social relations. As a moral practice, pedagogy recognizes that what cultural workers, artists, activists, media
workers, and others teach cannot be abstracted from what it means to invest in public life, presuppose some
notion of the future, or locate oneself in a public discourse. The moral implications of pedagogy also suggest
that our responsibility as intellectuals for the public cannot be separated from the consequences of the
knowledge we produce, the social relations we legitimate, and the ideologies and identities we offer up to
students as well as colleagues.
Refusing to decouple politics from pedagogy means, in part, creating those public spaces for engaging students
in robust dialogue, challenging them to think critically about received knowledge and energizing them to
recognize their own power as individual and social agents. Pedagogy has a relationship to social change in that
it should not only help students frame their sense of understanding, imagination, and knowledge within a wider
sense of history, politics, and democracy but should also enable them to recognize that they can do something
to alleviate human suffering, as the late Susan Sontag (2003) has suggested. Part of this task necessitates that
cultural studies theorists and educators anchor their own work, however diverse, in a radical project that
seriously engages the promise of an unrealized democracy against its really existing and greviously incomplete
forms. Of crucial importance to such a project is rejecting the assumption that theorists can understand social
problems without contesting their appearance in public life. More specifically, any viable cultural politics
needs a socially committed notion of injustice if we are to take seriously what it means to fight for the idea of the
good society. Zygmunt Bauman (2002) is right in arguing that "if there is no room for the idea of wrong society,
there is hardly much chance for the idea of good society to be born, let alone make waves" (p. 170).
Cultural studies' theorists need to be more forceful, if not more committed, to linking their overall politics to
modes of critique and collective action that address the presupposition that democratic societies are never too
just, which means that a democratic society must constantly nurture the possibilities for self-critique, collective
agency, and forms of citizenship in which people play a fundamental role in shaping the material relations of
power and ideological forces that affect their everyday lives. Within the ongoing process of democratization lies
the promise of a society that is open to exchange, questioning, and self-criticism, a democracy that is never
finished, and one that opposes neoliberal and neoconservative attempts to supplant the concept of an open
society with a fundamentalist market-driven or authoritarian one.
Cultural studies theorists who work in higher education need to make clear that the issue is not whether higher
education has become contaminated by politics, as much as recognizing that education is already a space of
politics, power, and authority. At the same time, they can make visible their opposition to those approaches to
pedagogy that reduce it to a set of skills to enhance one's visibility in the corporate sector or an ideological
litmus test that measures one's patriotism or ratings on the rapture index. There is a disquieting refusal in the
contemporary academy to raise broader questions about the social, economic, and political forces shaping the
very terrain of higher education—particularly unbridled market forces, fundamentalist groups, and racist and
sexist forces that unequally value diverse groups within relations of academic power.
There is also a general misunderstanding of how teacher authority can be used to create the pedagogical
conditions for critical forms of education without necessarily falling into the trap of simply indoctrinating
students. For instance, many conservative and liberal educators believe that any notion of critical pedagogy
that is self-conscious about its politics and engages students in ways that offer them the possibility for becoming
critical—what Lani Guinier (2003:6) calls the need to educate students "to participate in civic life, and to
encourage graduates to give back to the community, which through taxes, made their education
possible"—leaves students out of the conversation or presupposes too much or simply represents a form of
pedagogical tyranny. While such educators believe in practices that open up the possibility of questioning
among students, they often refuse to connect the pedagogical conditions that challenge how and what students
think at the moment to the next task of prompting them to imagine changing the world around them so as to
expand and deepen its democratic possibilities. Teaching students how to argue, draw on their own
experiences, or engage in rigorous dialogue says nothing about why they should engage in these actions in the
first place. How the culture of argumentation and questioning relates to giving students the tools they need to
fight oppressive forms of power, make the world a more meaningful and just place, and develop a sense of
social responsibility is missing in contemporary, progressive frameworks of education.
While no pedagogical intervention should fall to the level of propaganda, a pedagogy which attempts to
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empower critical citizens can't and shouldn't try to avoid politics. Pedagogy must address the relationships
between politics and agency, knowledge and power, subject positions and values, and learning and social
change while always being open to debate, resistance, and a culture of questioning. Liberal educators
committed to simply raising questions have no language for linking learning to forms of public minded
scholarship that would enable students to consider the important relationship between democratic public life
and education, or that would encourage students pedagogically to enter the sphere of the political, enabling
them to think about how they might participate in a democracy by taking what they learn into new locations and
battlegrounds—a fourth grade classroom, a church, the media, a politician's office, the courts, a campus—or for
that matter taking on collaborative projects that address the myriad of problems citizens face on a local,
national, and global level in a diminishing democracy.
In spite of the professional pretense to neutrality, academics in the field of cultural studies need to do more
pedagogically than simply teach students how to argue and question. Students need much more from their
educational experience. Democratic societies need educated citizens who are steeped in more than the skills of
argumentation. And it is precisely this democratic project that affirms the critical function of education and
refuses to narrow its goals and aspirations to methodological considerations. As Amy Gutmann (1999) argues,
education is always political because it is connected to the acquisition of agency, the ability to struggle with
ongoing relations of power, and is a precondition for creating informed and critical citizens who act on the
world. This is not a notion of education tied to the alleged neutrality of the academy or the new conservative call
for "intellectual diversity" but to a vision of pedagogy that is directive and interventionist on the side of
producing a substantive democratic society. This is what makes critical pedagogy different from training. And
it is precisely the failure to connect learning to its democratic functions and goals that provides rationales for
pedagogical approaches that strip critical and democratic possibilities from what it means to be educated.
Cultural studies theorists and educators would do well to take account of the profound transformations taking
place in the public sphere and reclaim pedagogy as a central element of cultural politics. In part, this means
once again recognizing, as Pierre Bourdieu (2003) has insisted, that the "power of the dominant order is not
just economic, but intellectual—lying in the realm of beliefs"(p. 66), and it is precisely within the domain of
ideas that a sense of utopian possibility can be restored to the public realm. Such a task suggests that academics
and other cultural workers actively resist the ways in which neoliberalism discourages teachers and students
from becoming critical intellectuals by turning them into human data banks. Educators and other cultural
workers need to build alliances across differences, academic disciplines, and national boundaries as part of
broader efforts to develop social movements in defense of the public good and social justice. No small part of
this task requires that such groups make visible the connection between the war at home and abroad. If the
growing authoritarianism in the U.S. is to be challenged, it is necessary to oppose not only an imperial foreign
policy, but also the shameful tax cuts for the rich, the dismantling of the welfare state, the attack on unions, and
those policies that sacrifice civil liberties in the cause of national security.
Opposing the authoritarian politics of neoliberalism, militarism, and neoconservatism means developing
enclaves of resistance in order to stop the incarceration of a generation of young black and brown men and
women, the privatization of the commons, the attack on public schools, the increasing corporatization of higher
education, the growing militarization of public life, and the use of power based on the assumption that empire
abroad entails tyranny and repression at home. But resistance needs to be more than local or rooted in the
specificity of particular struggles. Progressives need to develop national and international movements designed
to fight the new authoritarianism emerging in the United States and elsewhere. In part, this means revitalizing
social movements such as civil rights, labor, environmental, and anti-globalization on the basis of shared
values and a moral vision rather than simply issue-based coalitions. This suggests organizing workers,
intellectuals, students, youth, and others through a language of critique and possibility in which diverse forms
of oppression are addressed through a larger discourse of radical democracy, a discourse that addresses not
only what it means to think in terms of a general notion of freedom capable of challenging corporate rule,
religious fundamentalism, and the new ideologies of empire, but also what it might mean to link freedom to a
shared sense of hope, happiness, community, equality, and social justice. Democracy implies a level of shared
beliefs, practices, and a commitment to build a more humane future. Politics in this sense points to a struggle
over those social, economic, cultural, and institutional forces that make democracy purposeful for all people.
But this fundamentally requires something prior—a reclaiming of the social and cultural basis of a critical
education that makes the very struggle over democratic politics meaningful and understandable as part of a
broader affective, intellectual, and theoretical investment in public life (Couldry 2004).
As the Bush administration spreads its legacy of war, destruction, commodification, privatization, torture,
poverty, and violence across the globe, we need a new language for politics, justice, and freedom in the global
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public sphere. We need a new vocabulary for talking about what educational institutions should accomplish in
a democracy and why they fail; we need a new understanding of public pedagogy for analyzing what kind of
notions of agency and structural conditions can bring a meaningful democracy into being. Most important, we
need to make pedagogy and hope central to any viable form of politics engaged in the process of creating
alternative public spheres and forms of collective resistance. The question of agency cannot be separated from
a concern about where democratic struggles can take place and what it might mean to create the affective
conditions for students and others to want to engage in such struggles in the first place. Hope, as a precondition
for agency, and resistance are crucial elements of democratic politics because not only do they rest on a
promise of a better world but they view the future as something more than a repeat of the present. Hope is
central to political change and must find a way out of the manufactured cynicism that accompanies current
forms of neoliberalism and religious fundamentalism. We need to recognize, as Zygmunt Bauman points out,
that the real pessimism is quietism—falsely believing in not doing anything because nothing can be changed
(Bunting 2003). Most significantly, we need a new understanding of how culture works as a form of public
pedagogy, how pedagogy works as a moral and political practice, how agency is organized through pedagogical
relations, how individuals can be educated to make authority responsive, how politics can make the workings of
power visible and accountable, and how hope can be reclaimed in dark times through new forms of
pedagogical praxis, global protests, and collective resistance.
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I

s it possible to imagine hope for justice and humanity
after the torture of Iraqi detainees (including some just
in their teens) by American soldiers at Abu Ghraib
prison? What does hope mean when the United States
is virtually unchallenged as it incarcerates unprecedented
numbers of young people of color? What does hope teach
us at a time in which government lies and deception are exposed on a daily basis in the media and yet appear to have
little effect on President Bush’s popular support? What resources and visions does hope offer in a society where greed
is considered venerable and profit is the most important
measure of personal achievement and social advance? What
is the relevance of hope at a time when most attempts to interrupt the operations of an incipient fascism appear to fuel
a growing cynicism rather than promote widespread individual and collective acts of resistance?
It is hard not to believe that politics in American life has
become corrupt, that progressive social change is a distant
memory, or that hope is the last refuge of deluded romantics. Civic engagement seems irrelevant in light of the growing power of multinational corporations to privatize public
space and time. We have less time—and fewer civic
spaces—for experiencing ourselves as political agents. Market values replace social values. Power has become disconnected from issues of equity, social justice, and civic
responsibility. People with the education and means appear
more and more willing to retreat into the safe, privatized enclaves of the family, religion, and consumption. Those without the luxury of such choices pay a terrible price in what
Zygmunt Bauman, in his book Globalization, has called the
“hard currency of human suffering. ”
Given these social conditions, some theorists have suggested that democratic politics as a site of contestation, critical exchange, and engagement has come to an end. We
must not give up so easily. Democracy has to be struggled
over, even in the face of a most appalling crisis of educational opportunity and political agency. Cynicism breeds apathy—not the reverse. The current depressing state of our
politics and the bankruptcy of our political language issues
a challenge to us to formulate a new language and vision that
can reframe questions of agency, ethics, and meaning for a
substantive democracy.
Crafting such a new political language will require what I
call “educated hope.” Hope is the precondition for individ-
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ual and social struggle. Rather than seeing it as an individual proclivity, we must see hope as part of a broader politics
that acknowledges those social, economic, spiritual, and cultural conditions in the present that make certain kinds of
agency and democratic politics possible. With this understanding, hope becomes not merely a wistful attempt to look
beyond the horizon of the given, but what Andrew Benjamin, in Present Hope, calls “a structural condition of the
present.”
The philosopher Ernst Bloch provides essential theoretical insights on the importance of hope. He argues that hope
must be concrete, a spark that not only reaches out beyond
the surrounding emptiness of capitalist relations, anticipating a better world in the future, but a spark that also speaks
to us in the world we live in now by presenting tasks based
on the challenges of the present time. In The Utopian Function of Art and Literature, Bloch argues that hope cannot be
removed from the world. Hope is not “something like nonsense or absolute fancy; rather it is not yet in the sense of a
possibility; that it could be there if we could only do something for it.”
In this view, hope becomes a discourse of critique and
social transformation. Hope makes the leap for us between
critical education, which tells us what must be changed; political agency, which gives us the means to make change; and
the concrete struggles through which change happens.
Hope, in short, gives substance to the recognition that every
present is incomplete. For theorists such as Bloch and his
more contemporary counterparts like Michael Lerner, Cornel West, and Robin D.G. Kelley, hope is anticipatory rather
than messianic, mobilizing rather than therapeutic. Understood this way, the longing for a more humane society does
not collapse into a retreat from the world but becomes a
means to engage with present behaviors, institutional formations, and everyday practices. Hope in this context does
not ignore the worst dimensions of human suffering, exploitation, and social relations; on the contrary, as Thomas
Dunn writes, it acknowledges the need to sustain the “capacity to see the worst and offer more than that for our consideration” (in Vocations of Political Theory, edited by Jason
A. Frank and John Tambornino).
Hence, hope is more than a politics, it is also a pedagogical and performative practice that provides the foundation
for enabling human beings to learn about their potential as
moral and civic agents. Hope is the outcome of those educational practices and struggles that tap into memory and lived
experiences while at the same time linking individual re-

sponsibility with a progressive sense of social change. As a
form of utopian longing, educated hope opens up horizons
of comparison by evoking not just different histories but different futures. Educated hope is a subversive force when it
pluralizes politics by opening up a space for dissent, making
authority accountable, and becoming an activating presence
in promoting social transformation.
There is a long history in the United States of hope as a
subversive force. Examples are evident in the struggles of
the Civil Rights and feminist movements in the 1950s and
1960s against racism, poverty, sexism, and the war in Vietnam. More recent examples can be found among young
people demonstrating against multinational corporations
and the World Trade Organization in cities as diverse as
Melbourne, Seattle, and Genoa. Hope was on full display
among organized labor, intellectuals, students, and workers
protesting together in the streets of New York City against
Bush’s policies and his followers at the Republican National
Convention.
This is not to say that a politics and pedagogy of hope is
a blueprint for the future: it is not. What hope offers is the
belief, simply, that different futures are possible. In this way,
hope can become a subversive force, pluralizing politics by
opening up a space for dissent, contingency, indeterminancy. “For me,” writes Judith Butler, “there is more hope in
the world when we can question what is taken for granted,
especially about what it is to be human” (cited by Gary
Olson and Lynn Worsham in JAC 20:4). Zygmunt Bauman
in a conversation with Keith Tester (in Conversations with
Zygmunt Bauman) goes further, arguing that the resurrection of any viable notion of political and social agency is dependent upon a culture of questioning, the purpose of
which, as he puts it, is to “keep the forever unexhausted
and unfulfilled human potential open, fighting back all attempts to foreclose and pre-empt the further unravelling of
human possibilities, prodding human society to go on questioning itself and preventing that questioning from ever
stalling or being declared finished.”
The goal of educated hope is not to liberate the individual from the social–a central tenet of neoliberalism—but to
take seriously the notion that the individual can only be liberated through the social. Educated hope as a subversive,
defiant practice should provide a link, however transient,
provisional, and contextual, between vision and critique on
the one hand, and engagement and transformation on the
other. That is, for hope to be consequential it has to be
grounded in a project that has some hold on the present.
Hope becomes meaningful to the degree that it identifies
agencies and processes, offers alternatives to an age of profound pessimism, reclaims an ethic of compassion and justice, and struggles for those institutions in which equality,
freedom, and justice flourish as part of the ongoing struggle
for a global democracy.
❏
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I write at the intersection of two conversations.
The first is often described as being about the discipline of religious studies. That
description is misleading because of its singularity. A more appropriate description of
the conversation would evoke a range of disciplines—a plurality—and locate the
definition of religious studies in a field where those disciplines intersect. Religious
studies is a social science in the traditional sense that understands a science as a body of
knowledge. The body itself comes clear in the practice of disciplines that have been
understood traditionally as liberal arts. Those arts have been characterized in various
ways historically, but what remains constant across the variation is attention to
discovery, appreciation, orientation, and application. The creativity of these arts lies in
their circularity: application necessarily slips over into discovery. In the “hard” sciences,
these arts are often gathered under the rubric of “experiment,” a concept that I will argue
is also relevant to religious studies (Hanson, 1958). It is in the interplay of arts and
sciences that fields such as religious studies are defined and cultivated. Legitimate as it
is to wonder about the object and the subject of religious studies (what do we study and
who are “we”?), they do not lend themselves to direct observation but become visible at
the corner of the eye in the middle of practice (JAAR 62/4; Miller, Patton, and Webb,
1994).
That leads to the second conversation, which is concerned with pedagogy. What do we
teach when we teach religious studies—and how? My choice of words will reveal my
direction to those familiar with these conversations. Certainly, scholars of
religion—students and teachers—are concerned with an object identified as religion. But
this object is even more diverse than the disciplines mentioned above. Particular
religions are best taught in particular worship communities. But religious studies—also
particular—are most appropriate for particular academic communities. The point in the
classroom is to teach disciplines with which to explore fields—topoi, from which the
word topic is derived. Those disciplines are unremittingly experimental.
Teachers, perhaps even more than students, use “discipline” when they seem to mean
“field.” The conversation about the discipline of religious studies often turns into an
argument over territory, a defense of turf in which the primary question concerns who is
authorized to occupy a particular space—or who has power to do so. For embodied
beings, occupation is a necessity: bodies take up space and occupy place. The question
that I find most compelling is whether it is possible to disentangle the necessity of
occupation from violence, including the narrative variety that insists on exclusive
stories.

I
My most sustained reflection to date on the concept of experiment was undertaken in a
setting that was not strictly academic, during the years in which my daughter Regina
regularly participated in her school’s science fair. I remember a series of
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conversations—really one seasonal conversation that lasted about ten years—revolving
around, first, what would count as an experiment and, second, what would happen if the
experiment failed. (This latter question became particularly pressing whenever deadlines
approached, eliminating the possibility of “doing it over.”) I return to this conversation
almost every week after my introductory religious studies class, which I have tried to
approach consistently in an experimental fashion as a laboratory for civil discourse. On
those occasions when I’m feeling particularly unsuccessful, I remind myself of the
conclusion Regina and I reached when she was in first grade: an experiment works. If it
doesn’t work, it isn’t an experiment; if it does, it is.
In conversation with my daughter, that conclusion was formed as a way to distinguish a
passive report on somebody else’s work, or a simple demonstration, from an active
engagement with the world out of which demonstrations and reports could be
generated—even if (or especially if) the results were other than expected.
The distinction is useful in thinking about the classroom. As an experimental process,
the failed class would be one that does not work. Characterizing the classroom as a
laboratory for civil discourse highlights place as well as process and introduces an
element of control. If the laboratory is a place for controlled experiment (a supposition
which reiterates the centrality of labor, or work), then I also have to ask myself whether
civil discourse has occurred in the class. That is a complicated question to which I will
devote more attention in a moment, with reference not only to my ten year conversation
with Regina but also to John Dewey (1997) and his understanding of indirect education.
If Dewey was right (and I think he was), we can rest assured that something always
happens in the classroom, though this does not mean that the class always works. We
can rest assured that what happens always has a “civil” dimension to the extent that it
forms and is informed by some sort of city, but it is important to consider the location
and the shape of the city: who or what is working and where? Who is producer, and
what (or who) is product?
Before turning to more detailed examination of the shape of the city, one more word
about work: I have already indicated that it involves engagement with the world, an
engagement that I understand, following the classic Marxist analysis in The Economic
and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844, in terms of its humanization of the world (Marx,
1964). Work addresses the world in such a way as to humanize it. In more familiar
Marxist terms, work objectifies the world by giving it a useable shape, a shape that can
be humanly grasped. Most of us are familiar with the description of this process gone
awry as alienation. In such a distorted process, the object of work confronts the worker
as an alien force, disconnected from his or her labor. Many students experience school as
just such a process of alienation, and one of the challenges we face as teachers is how to
overcome the expectation of alienation established in many students (including some of
us) by long experience. Not surprisingly, that many people have experienced religion in
similar terms multiplies the resistance that teachers of religion can expect to encounter.
The same might be said, by the way, of the experience of “work” and of the “city.”
I part company with Marx’s analysis at two points that are relevant to this discussion of
discipline and pedagogy:
First, to speak of work as humanizing the world says both too much and too little. It
says too little because it implies that a nonhuman world is both useless and valueless.
It has become increasingly evident to me that, even if the former were true, it would not
necessarily imply the latter. That is a departure from classic Marxist theory that has
important pedagogical implications: because an object may have value even if it is not
useful, our objectification of the world may be regulated by something other than
utility. It says too much because it implies that, unless the world is humanized, it
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cannot address us or act as subject, nor does it make sense to treat it as a subject and
address it. In this regard, Marx’s attitude toward the world was shockingly Baconian, a
result of the concern he shared with Engels to establish a British pedigree for
materialism: as a passive and inanimate body of material, the world must be tortured to
yield her secrets (and the use of the feminine pronoun in this approach is revealing).
Second, by concentrating single-mindedly on the important process of objectification,
Marx’s analysis fails to attend to the equally important process that Kierkegaard (1987;
1992) refers to as “becoming subjective.” For both the world and human beings in the
world, the process of becoming subjects proceeds hand-in-hand with the process of
making objects. Becoming a subject is as much a matter of being addressed as
addressing, as much a matter of hearing as of speaking.
And that is what constitutes an experiment: it is a process by which (and a place in
which) to address and be addressed by the world. Recalling the questions that guided my
conversation with Regina, such a process and place would fail only if we did not listen
or did not speak—not, it is important to insist, if we heard or said nothing. Recalling
the conclusion formed in that conversation, failing to listen and failing to speak in the
classroom would be equivalent to substituting a passive report or simple demonstration
for an experiment.
Particularly for those of us involved in higher education, it is important to bear in mind
that this experimental model is as applicable outside the laboratory as inside. If the
classroom is a laboratory, it should serve occasionally to shut out noise and distortion.
But it is not the only place (nor is it the most important place) in which we address and
are addressed by the world.

II
There is an unfortunate tendency to assume that civil discourse has occurred whenever
two or more people are nice to each other, say something, and don’t get into an
argument. That is misleading on all three counts.
Civil discourse is city speech, implying, as Richard Luecke (1968; 1996) has suggested
many times, that it is not only how we speak in cities but also how cities speak.
City speech is not simply or uniformly nice; on the contrary, it is often confrontational
and rough. A place in which speech was simply and uniformly nice would be
homogeneous and have nothing but smooth edges. I am aware that this may well be
what Aristotle (1990) had in mind when he described the city in terms of friendship and
excluded those who were not “beautiful” (not to mention those who did not speak
Greek) from full participation. But, as Martha Nussbaum (1986) has pointed out,
Aristotle truncated his own city at this point and (unfortunately) did not allow himself
to be carried away by his method. That method is certainly capable of carrying us to a
city with a more inclusive aesthetic. Beauty is defined not by excluding those who do
not fit within existing boundaries but by crossing boundaries to acknowledge the
fittingness of diversity encountered in the city. Crossing boundaries involves
confrontation and is rarely smooth. But that it is part of city speech means that civil
discourse has not occurred if boundaries have not been crossed.
Nor is city speech simply a matter of saying something. If it does not also ensure space
and time in which to say nothing, the listening essential to discourse becomes
impossible. In terms of boundary crossing, this means that civil discourse has not
occurred if boundaries that define spaces of sound and spaces of silence have not been
recognized and honored. Both sound and silence are crucial if the city is not simply to
degenerate into a place of violence.
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Finally, and most emphatically, city speech does not avoid argument. In fact, the
rhythm of crossing, recognizing, and honoring boundaries is descriptive of the discipline
of argument. (Remember the formulation at the beginning of this essay: liberal arts are
concerned with discovery, appreciation, orientation, and application—redefined here in
terms of crossing, recognizing, and honoring boundaries.) Where there is no argument,
there is no civil discourse, and there is no city. Such a place is likely to be defined in
one of three ways: either it is surrounded by an essentially impermeable boundary that
excludes difference; or it is marked by violent struggle for control of turf; or (most
likely) it is a mixture of both, with enforced homogeneity near the center of power and
violent struggle for control of turf on the fringes.

Iii
The introductory course in religious studies begins with a degree of familiarity that is
simultaneously obstacle and opportunity. Most students come into the class confident
that they know what religion is. Many students come into the class either thinking of
themselves as religious or as having rejected religion. Students thus assured in their
knowledge of what religion is may experience the critical dimension of the academic
setting as a threat to their personal faith. They may also enter with a desire to learn
something of the “other” that inclines them to apply their own experience as normative.
A fundamental task of the introductory class is to utilize familiarity as a starting point
for reflection (an opportunity for reflection on experience and practice that draws
memory into public discourse), while at the same time defamiliarizing the familiar.
This makes the introductory course in religious studies a particularly important moment
in liberal education, because it can be a laboratory for development of critical thinking
and communication—a movement from personal experience through reflection on
personal experience toward a community of experience and reflection.
The connection between religion and place (as both noun and verb) is crucial. Space is
transformed into place by dwelling, so that place includes space, time, and (because
dwelling is also occupation) encounter with others. As a social phenomenon, religion
displaces; it takes place. That religion takes place means that it is extended in space: it
has spatial dimensions. That religion takes place means that it is extended in time: it
has temporal dimensions. As an extension of occupation, religion maps the world. As
an extension of taking time, it marks time.
As a subject matter or body of knowledge (a science), religious studies is particularly
well suited to investigation of boundary work. As a practice, religion often establishes
and regulates boundaries by answering the question “What do we mean by ‘we’?” One
object of religion as an instance of human work is people: working at boundaries,
religion places people. As an academic discipline (an art), religious studies takes that
practice itself as object. Taking the practice as object raises the question of subject,
which almost always leads to a complex and controversial answer. Religious
communities may see the subject of religious practice as divine: God acts. But it is
certainly also possible to see human beings (both individuals and communities) as
subjects of religious practice, and this provides a rich field for exploration of human
boundary work. How do human individuals and human communities put people in place
and keep us there?
Answering that question involves assigning a religious significance to institutions and
processes (including classrooms) that are not generally categorized as religious. That,
too, is an important opportunity for cultivation of arts of liberation. If the classroom is
itself one of the means by which people are placed, then a critical classroom should be
an excellent place in which to examine the process in action.
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That is where we find out what sort of city is at work in the classroom.
When I experience a particular class as a failed experiment, it is most often because I
come away with the impression either that participants have not been
transformed—positions held unreflectively at the beginning are still held unreflectively
at the end—or that participants have simply exchanged one set of unreflective positions
for another. Both outcomes are perfectly compatible with accumulation of information.
Both are also perfectly compatible with enforced homogeneity near the center of power.
In fact, many of my students, both nontraditional and traditional, see a college education
as a way to move closer to the center of power. To the extent that they see classes such
as “religious studies” or “cultural pluralism”—both of which are core requirements
where I teach—as anything other than distractions, they understand them as tools with
which to keep straight categories that are subsumed within the primary distinction
between center and periphery. The center may not be homogeneous on every dimension,
so being at the center requires both familiarity with which distinctions count and which
don’t and facility in making them.
Earlier, I introduced Dewey’s concept of indirect teaching. Dewey’s point was that the
structure of the classroom and its place in the process of schooling are more important
in determining what is being taught than the content: what is being said is not
important apart from what participants are doing and how they are doing it. This does
not mean that what is being said is unimportant but that it is not simply equivalent to
content: it is part of what is being done and how. Despite my best efforts, I’d say that
texts are still privileged over performance in my classrooms; most students still
understand the religious studies class in the context of an educational process defined by
information transfer and socialization away from the periphery, toward the center of
power. That turns me increasingly toward a critical reading of the classroom and the
curriculum itself, challenging students to examine the religious function—specifically
the boundary work—of the religious studies classroom in the liberal arts curriculum.

IV
But I have to remind myself again of the conversation with Regina: if it doesn’t work,
it isn’t an experiment; if it does, it is. This one does. It is time to listen.
My students (and, often, my colleagues) tell me that education is a business and that our
students are customers. That, however, is not quite what I hear through the experiment
on which I’ve been reporting here. That education is a business seems increasingly
accurate; but, though the economy as a whole has shifted toward service, this enterprise
has moved in the opposite direction and become a manufacturing concern. In that regard,
students are not customers but raw material. Our customer is the service economy
(represented equally by private and government sectors), and we (teachers) look more and
more like workers on an assembly line—right down to details such as downsizing,
outsourcing, and increasing dependence on part-time workers supervised by professional
managers (Fernandez and Barbett, 1999).
In the previous section, I referred to privileging of text over performance. This is
exacerbated at the institution where I teach by the title of the introductory class and its
place in the core: “Religious Foundations and the Bible.” Where the background of
students and the context within which the class is taught are overwhelmingly Christian,
the tendency to privilege a particular text—the Bible, understood as a Christian
book—in judgments about religion is pronounced: people are placed based on where
they stand vis-à-vis the Bible. (This is sometimes extended to other texts, as when a
student refers to the Qur’an as “the Muslim Bible.”) I also referred to students who see a
college education as a way to move closer to the center of power. This perception is
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often deepened and complicated by employer tuition programs that fully reimburse
“relevant” classes (or classes within relevant majors) and/or determine the percentage of
reimbursement based on grades, and by corporate policies that tie career ladders to
college education. Students are often inclined to understand core courses and electives as
obstacles and to place them in the context of their career ladders. Understanding a course
as an obstacle may reinforce emphasis on content and on text. Understanding a course as
part of a career ladder may do the same, but—particularly in terms of “center” and
“periphery”—it may also associate content and text with distinctions that count and
with facility in making those distinctions.
The language is familiar, in the world of secondary as well as the world of
post-secondary education: business leaders and employers have particular expectations of
graduates, the products of particular educational systems. Whether directly (via tuition
payments to colleges and universities for employees seeking career advancement) or
indirectly (via salaries to employees and taxes to governments that underwrite systems
of education), these leaders often understand themselves as purchasers of a product who
therefore have a stake in its quality and in the process that produces it.
Which confronts us with a problem. Is there any sense in which a factory production
process can itself become a laboratory for civil discourse?
In the best-case scenario, the answer is yes—and non-traditional programs for adults, to
the extent to which they become colleges for working people rather than simply
assembly lines for efficient production of managers, are in an excellent position to take
up the struggle in which labor educators have been engaged for well over a century.
Among the heroes of this struggle are Charlie Chaplin’s little tramp in Modern Times
and Robert DeNiro’s Harry Tuttle in Brazil. Given the efficiency of the assembly line,
we may have to put our hands in the machinery to slow it down.
In this regard, the religious studies classroom and religious studies as an academic
discipline hold particular promise. I argued earlier that religion establishes and regulates
boundaries, that it places people, and that religious studies as an academic discipline
takes this practice of regulating boundaries and placing people as object. The religious
studies classroom is a place in which this discipline is taught, but it is also placed in an
institution that does what religion does. The institution and its practice, then, are
appropriate objects for religious studies as an academic discipline. Making the
institution and its practice objects of academic discipline will slow the practice, and it
has the potential to transform the institution. Students who participate in this discipline
are not products produced for employers by teachers on behalf of educational
institutions. They are co-workers engaged with teachers in the production and
transformation of the institution itself—citizens who not only live in the city but also
make it.
In the worst-case scenario, the factory is Victor Frankenstein’s laboratory. But Mary
Shelley saw that experimental work in terms of civil discourse as well: we create
monsters when we turn and run. The alternative is to embrace our work and, with it, the
world—not to get to work on our students, but to get to work with them.
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Post-Fordism’s appetite for self-directed activity is bringing about a crisis in progressive education.
No longer perceived as threatening, a work force trained to think for itself has become highly
desirable. So what should an emancipatory education entail today?, asks Stewart Martin
What is the relation of education to capitalism today? And what are the consequences for an
emancipatory education? These questions might seem less bold than bald, untextured by the currency
of popular debate. Yet they are unavoidable, and not just for the European Social Democracies in the
process of negotiating the commodification of their welfare provision, but also for all those
confronting the Neo-Liberal restructuring of what used to be considered beyond the market. There is
equally a sense in which these questions are both obscured and entrenched by the difficulties in
answering them, theoretically as well as practically. Besides the formidable noise of specificities that
tends to drown them out, the scene of contemporary education presents striking ambivalences.
On the one hand, there has been an exponential and seemingly inevitable expansion of the realm of
formal education, that is, education that leads to publicly recognised qualifications, both in the
expansion of the traditional sector of schools, colleges and universities, and in the incorporation of
new sectors. This is evident in the rise of student numbers, the extended total length of study,
accompanied by the increase in post-graduate degrees, as well as the repeated drives to establish
‘vocational’ qualifications or the formal ratification of what previously would have been considered
apprenticeships or such like. McDegrees did not come out of the blue. The evolution of education as a
leisure sector is also notable, as is the growth of educational initiatives within the leisure industries.
(This may sound like the privilege of the rich West or North speaking, but, even in more
impoverished countries, who is seeking to delimit education?) On the other hand, this expansion of
education is comparatively informal, both in the sense that it takes place through new sectors that are
outside the traditional institutions and their rules, and in that education as a whole has become in
certain respects informalised. ‘Distance learning’, ‘work based learning’, ‘home based learning’, ‘life
long learning’, all indicate the integration of education into realms previously considered outside the
school gates. The internet has been instrumental in these developments. The emphasis on ‘transferable
skills’ is also indicative of how various disciplines’ rigour has been somewhat suspended or
re-qualified. But these expansions, whether formal or informal, stand in contrast to certain pervasive
contractions of education. Efficiency is the name of the game, with reduced resources per student the
supreme goal, both from the side of provision and from the supplements students must contribute.
The rich can buy more resources, but not another goal.
Of course, many of these phenomena and their apparent conflicts can be understood as a direct
consequence of commodification. This is certainly fundamental, but what form does this take exactly?
Stacking high and selling cheap only accounts for part of these developments. It doesn’t explain their
ideological function, which draws on certain emancipatory claims. The liberation of ‘choice’ and
‘opportunity’ is usually the carrot; the stick is the threat of deserved poverty, whether of the
individual or the nation. It is all too clear that education has become a way for rich nations to manage
class conflicts, either through keeping people off the unemployment register, or through seducing
their populations into the idea that they can all be middle class, with proletarianisation becoming an
1 of 8

4/11/08 6:05 PM

Pedagogy of Human Capital

http://www.metamute.org/en/node/11346/print

attribute of newly industrialised nations like China or India, or immigrant work forces. Within this
ideology, failure is educational failure. The idea that contemporary education is characterised by the
move away from authoritarian forms of indoctrination and towards forms of self-directed or
autonomous learning is perhaps the most powerful emancipatory ideology in this context. ‘Life long
learning’ is exemplary. The phrase oscillates between the dream of fulfilling self-transformation
beyond the privileges of youth, and the nightmare of indiscriminate de-skilling and re-skilling
according to the dictates of a ‘flexible’ labour market. It modifies the ideology of meritocracy, which
is perhaps the core educational ideology through which the contradictions of capitalism and
democracy are recoded as the successes and (more usually) ‘failures’ of disciplined individualism:
‘life long learning’ extends ‘meritocracy’ to the whole of your life. Qualification is a receding
horizon; its promise of maturity takes the form of infantalisation.
Many of these educational phenomena coalesce in the socio-political characterisations that have
gained increasingly insistent currency since the 1960s: post-industrial society, neo-liberalism,
cognitive capitalism, immaterial labour, bio-politics. The socio-economic qualities indicated by these
terms - the emphasis on white collar labour and the service economy, and the significance of
high-tech knowledge and its socio-economic relations or networks; the de-regulation of labour
markets, making labour more pliable to the demands of markets; the commodification of areas of
society traditionally considered outside the economy or market, extending the demands of the
production and reproduction of labour power to all aspects of social and natural life; the demand for
increased self-discipline and initiative, if not creativity, in wage labour; and the emergence of new
terms of political struggle and dispute over capitalism and its limits – all provide an increasingly
familiar context for articulating the transforming pressures on education today. Indeed, it is evident
that education is at the core of these formations. Just as we can draw parallels between the traditional
school and the factory, so we can between the dispersal of the factory into society as a whole and the
dispersal of the school. The expansion of education is the conduit for the transformation of wage
labour, entwined with the procurement of a new kind of labourer and even, some would say, a new
kind of human being. Gary S. Becker won the Nobel Prize in economics for his study of ‘human
capital’, understood as the economic value of educational qualifications.[1] The term has since
acquired a bio-capitalist currency, standing at the centre of political-philosophical disputes over the
commodification of human beings. Rather than the capitalisation of education, it has come to indicate
the educationalisation of capital.
These developments have led to a crisis of ideas of emancipatory education. Not merely because they
have become embattled, but due to their appropriation and instrumentalisation. John Dewey’s critique
of ‘traditional’ education – its dependence on the authoritarian discipline of the teacher, and his
defence of ‘progressives’ taking a non-hierarchical approach to pedagogy, embedding learning within
a shared social context, and thereby integrating education into a democratic ethos, committed to the
‘quality of experience’ – sounds commonplace today, but also naïve about the entwinement of this
education within new labour markets.[2] Paulo Freire’s inspirational ‘pedagogy of the oppressed’,
despite its direct confrontation with capitalism as a class struggle of master and slave, remains
similarly remote in its articulation of the relation of teacher-master to pupil-slave in a way that is
removed from the expanded and self-directed context of the new educational forms.[3] Jean-François
Lyotard’s reports on the postmodern condition of education does manage to articulate many of these
forms and their relation to new forms of wage labour, but he is led to profoundly ambivalent
conclusions. His claim that, ‘[w]e should be happy that the tendency toward the temporary contract is
ambiguous: it is not totally subordinated to the goal of the system, yet the system tolerates it’, is
precarious, if not desperate.[4] The ambivalences of this situation are well recognised by many
commentators, but they remain. Perhaps this merely indicates that we face a situation that cannot be
theoretically resolved, and that theoretical criticism can at best aspire to clarification of the terms of
political engagement.
It seems that the root of this ambivalence concerns the way in which the new forms of wage labour
require forms of self-directed skills and competences that have previously been considered the
preserve of progressive education, namely, its focus on authoritarian and autonomous modes of
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pedagogy. In short, the autonomy aspired to by emancipatory education has turned out to involve
points of indifference to the autonomy required of new capitalist work. This has profound
implications. Crucially, it is entwined with fundamental transformations at stake in the relation of
capitalism to life. If education has become the means through which advanced capitalist societies
extend the subsumption of labour under capital to the subsumption of all aspects of social life, then
the issue of emancipatory education needs to be understood in terms of this radical alteration to
capitalism’s metabolism.
So, if we ask what an emancipatory education should be today, we are led to questions about changes
in the basic structure of capital. This may sound reductive to those seeking a stronger independence of
educational concerns from economic matters, but this independence must be wrested from out of the
social fact of this reduction. Moreover, there is a reverse determination revealed here, of capitalism
itself as an educational form, a pedagogy.
Educating Life
Core pedagogical concepts and forms, such as ‘rule’, ‘freedom’, ‘subject’, ‘autonomy’, and so on, are
already involved in capitalism’s fundamental antagonistic relation between capital and living labour,
where capital exploits the powers of living labour, appropriating the production of surplus value.
Capital aspires to autonomy in this relation; a self-valorisation in which it creates its own value,
reducing labour to its rule and its interiority. The subjection of living labour makes capital subject,
indeed sovereign. Capital, not the consumer, is king. This is expressed in the contractual agreement of
a person, who, as such, is assumed to be free and able to sell their labour as their property, becoming
a wage labourer through which their capacities are expropriated. But capital, for Marx at least, is
ultimately incapable of autonomy. It remains intrinsically dependent on living labour, which is
actually creative of value. Autonomy is rather the potential of living labour, not capital. The struggle
of labour against capital is therefore a struggle against the rule of capital, against labour’s external or
heteronymous determination by capital, and for labour’s self-determination, its autonomy.
The educational consequences of this account are various and conflictual, but also profound,
extending well beyond the classroom and its textbooks. From the development and dissemination of
knowledge about capitalism, and the formation and discipline of ‘the party’, to the more devolved and
self-directed activities of labourers and anti-capitalists – pedagogical issues suffuse this terrain. The
deep conflicts between science and ideology, party and proletariat, etc., remain all too familiar today,
even though their early forms have decayed. The pedagogy of the oppressed, as Paulo Freire showed,
reveals a disputed lesson at the heart of this whole formation: the emancipation of the oppressed from
their masters must avoid reproducing new masters, ‘emancipators’ who invert emancipation into a
new form of oppression. The reproduction of class struggle within the communist movement may
seem like an arcane problem, something resolved by the more ‘horizontal’ organisation of recent
anti-capitalist movements, but it is a problem that persists in new guises. Moreover, while its solution
promises a simplified struggle of slaves against masters, the struggle against capitalism is not so
easily personified, especially today.
This returns us to the pedagogical structure of capital itself, about which Freire among others has
surprising little to say. The terms of this are in some sense plain: capital functions as a master,
subjecting living labour to its rule, the law of value, in the process of its self-valorisation;
emancipation demands a counter-pedagogy, disobeying the law of value, enabling living labour to
have value for itself. The struggle of labour against capital thus assumes an educational ambition and
vice versa, an emancipatory pedagogy of autonomy.
But returning to the ABC of capitalism does not only face the subsequent task of elaboration and
specification. It also enables the exposure of deep transformations in the evolution of capitalism,
which have equally profound effects for any pedagogy of autonomy. What is at stake here is the
intensification of capital’s subsumption of labour – extending it beyond the industrial restructuring of
labour processes diagnosed by Marx, and even beyond his discernment of an expanded realm of
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productive labour that incorporates various social and scientific supplements of the labour process –
to the subsumption by capital of life itself. In other words, the colonisation by capital of all those
aspects of living labour that were previously deemed outside the labour process, from leisure and the
environment, to sex and physiology, and certainly education. The consequences for the struggle
against capitalism are self-evidently profound: the dissipation, if not outright negation, of the basic
antagonism between living labour and capital.
The contention that capitalism has subsumed living labour may be exaggerated. Few stand by it
unequivocally. But it is plausible to consider it as the regulative idea of a number of theories of late
capitalism. Furthermore, it is possible to understand it as the source of a series of profound political
disputes between Right and Left. On the right, these tend to concern the market’s legitimate intrusion
into the realms of nationhood, religion, familial life, etc. On the Left, they tend to concern the very
possibility of a non-capitalist life; insofar as this seems impossible, its disputes tend to retreat to
liberal versions of drawing the market’s boundaries.
What is particularly revealing and significant here, certainly for the radical Left, is the intense
ambivalence that the contention of capital’s subsumption of life has produced within neo- and
post-Marxist thought. On the one hand, there is the understandably pessimistic reaction, from the
Frankfurt School to Baudrillard, that tends to see the intensification of capitalist subsumption as an
incorporation of all social and natural life within the reproduction of capitalism, leading to the
exhaustion of anti-capitalist politics, even its imagination. Notoriously, environmental catastrophe
seems a far more realistic future for many than an end to capitalism. On the other hand, Negri and
others have drawn a radically opposed conclusion: that capital’s tendency to subsume life is merely a
consequence of the intensification of capital’s parasitic dependence on life; that capitalist production
processes change not of their own accord, but as a result of the power and resistance of labour. This
therefore demonstrates the very creativity and growing autonomy of living labour, which capital only
subsumes as an increasingly thin membrane of control, predisposed to disintegrate. For the former,
capital tends to subsume not only labour but life; for the latter, capital’s tendency to subsume life is
merely its tendency to reach its unsubsumable limit. Such opposed reactions to such similar structural
characterisations of capital is striking. It indicates an intractable disagreement, since both reactions
seem liable to each other’s objections. But rather than approaching it as a simple choice or alternative,
perhaps it indicates a change of the terms of struggle that needs to be grasped as such: no longer
between living labour and capital, as Marx understood this, where capital is understood simply as
dead or mechanical; but between alternative forms of life, capitalist life versus non-capitalist life. In
other words, not a struggle between life and non-life, but between alternative forms of life. Negri
remains an orthodox Marxist in maintaining a residual, unsubsumable, border between capital and life
– non-capitalist life remains for him a tautology. The Frankfurt School’s thinking of non-capitalist life
tended to remain utopian. Neither of them quite confront the predicament that anti-capitalism has
become the struggle to wrest non-capitalist life from capitalist life.
This predicament also suggests a change in the significance of the aspiration to the autonomy of living
labour. If both capitalist life and non-capitalist life tend to autonomy, then non-capitalist life must be
understood according to an alternative form of autonomy. Indeed, given this issue, perhaps the value
of autonomy should be revised? Perhaps living labour’s heteronomy should be sought as resistant to
the autonomy of capitalist life? But how would this advance on labour’s heteronomous determination
by capital according to Marx’s original characterisation? The terms may spiral here, but this
speculation is not idle.
The consequences for education are profound and in many respects very visible. Most obviously, the
subsumption of life by capital offers a powerful explanation of why education, despite being formally
outside the labour process, is nonetheless treated as integral to it, indeed, an urgent and necessary part
of the capitalist mode of production. By the same token, it also suggests that the extension of
education beyond the formal realms of schools, colleges, etc., should also be seen within this
extended orbit of production. In sum, it provides grounds for understanding the subsumption of
education by capital, and indicates how education itself becomes a mode, perhaps the central mode, of
4 of 8

4/11/08 6:05 PM

Pedagogy of Human Capital

http://www.metamute.org/en/node/11346/print

capital’s subsumption of life. ‘Life long learning’ is not exhausted by this explanation, but it can
certainly be interpreted as a struggle between capitalist-life and non-capitalist life.
But, what of an emancipatory education? Clearly its terms become questionable. If capital can no
longer be understood as a mechanical rule that oppresses living labour’s autonomy from outside it,
then the powerful correspondence this has to a pedagogy of emancipation, as a struggle of autonomy
contra dogmatic rules, is problematised, if not inverted. If life can be subsumed by the law of value,
such that it is life’s own law, its autonomy, then does this not suggest that a new pedagogy is called
for?
If these queries are substantive then they indicate a crisis for the terms of an emancipatory education.
But they are difficult to resolve. Perhaps this indicates that they should be treated as the issues of a
novel struggle between capitalist life and non-capitalist life fought out on an expanded field of
education.
Autonomy or Heteronomy?
In order to try and clarify this transformation of terms it is worth considering the broader context of
their evolution – in particular, the libertarian and egalitarian formation of the idea of autonomy that
emerges with the modern notion of democracy, and that in large part defines the idea and significance
of emancipatory education. The French Revolution grounded freedom on equality, as an inalienable
right, introduced in the form or guise of ‘man’, and therefore distinguished its notion of democracy
from the aristocratic forms of antiquity. This introduced a non-dogmatic conception of law: freedom
must be subject to universal law, demonstrating its equality, but this law must simultaneously be
subject to freedom, demonstrating that it is not a new enslavement. This dialectic of subjection infuses
the idea of autonomy: a rule to which a subject subjects ‘himself’. Obedience is therefore transformed
into an act of freedom. In consequence, one is not subject to dogmatic or externally imposed rules –
heteronomy.
This idea of autonomy produces a crisis and reinvention of the idea of education. For, insofar as
education is essentially a relation of subjection – of student by master – then it is incompatible with
the constitution of autonomy. Even if education means merely the transmission of something from
those who have it to those who do not, how can there be an education in autonomy? How can
autonomy be ‘received’ without collapsing it into subjection? Autonomy would rather need to be an
egalitarian presupposition of any such exchange. If education contradicts autonomy, then it should be
left behind in the seminary, or reduced to a minor and subordinate cultural function.
These contradictions justified the various forms of anti-education to emerge from this epoch,
frequently attached to the natural, the naïve and the untrained or perhaps self-trained. And yet this
anti-education also induced new ideas of education, of an education against education, which might
indeed succeed as an education in autonomy. Rousseau’s Emile, or On Education has his Savoyard
vicar profess a faith in ‘common reason’ to his young companion, rather than conduct ‘learned
speeches or profound reasonings’:
I do not want to argue with you or even convince you. […] Reason is common to us,
and we have the same interest in listening to it.’[5]
Kant, famously enthused by this peculiar education, conceives of enlightenment as a matter of
courage: ‘Have courage to use your own understanding!’ Further:
Rules and formulas, those mechanical aids to the rational use, or rather misuse, of
[man’s] natural gifts, are the shackles of a permanent immaturity.[6]
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The paradox of Joseph Jacotot’s universal method of teaching is exemplary: ‘I must teach you that I
have nothing to teach you’.[7]
The paradox of an education in autonomy should not be overstated, since, if freedom should be
subject to equality – albeit as much as vice versa – then education’s subjecting function might be
employed to this end. Still, this only tends to heighten the tensions that remain precariously in balance
in the idea of autonomy. If one becomes free through subjecting oneself to oneself, then there is an
obvious sense in which freedom is understood in essentially disciplinary terms, as if doubling
subjection cancelled it out, emancipating a subject, rather than just oppressing it twice over. The
conception of freedom in terms of autonomy thereby articulates freedom as a function of ruling,
freedom as domination. Autodidact: the educational hero of autonomy is well named. It may be
insisted that the unity of equality and freedom in autonomy is essentially and necessarily antagonistic,
as the unity of competing rules. But this doesn’t sound like a good life.
An antidote to this antagonism was found in a rapprochement with nature and life, often via art. This
is even the case in Kant, despite his tendency to express autonomy in disciplinary terms, and it was
already central to Rousseau. Schiller’s letters On the Aesthetic Education of Man (1795) is a
manifesto of the new pedagogy at stake here. The beautiful artwork presents autonomy less in terms
of self-ruling or self-domination, than in the suspension of rules. The whole disciplinary ethos of
giving or receiving rules is displaced by play. Art becomes that through which the antagonism of
nature and reason is mediated: nature’s heteronomy, its externality to human reason, is internalised
through art, but without dominating it; hence art presents a way through which reason can relate to
human nature without dominating it. Autonomy is then rendered a form of life. This aesthetic
conception of autonomy, of a life that is spirit, infuses speculative philosophy from Fichte to Hegel,
and is pivotal to the theoretical founding of the influential University of Berlin between 1807 and
1810.
This formation of spirit assumes a profoundly ambivalent relationship to Marx’s diagnosis of
capitalism. In one sense, Hegel’s speculative idealism provides the model for articulating the
speculative character of capital as self-valorising value. However, Marx’s idea that living labour
should free itself from its determination by the dogmatic and mechanical rule of capital – and not just
as brute nature – clearly remains indebted to key aspects of a speculative concept of life.
These equivocations are reproduced when we consider the extension of capital’s subsumption of
labour to that of life in general. Marx’s modelling of capital on the speculative concept is
simultaneously critical of it, in that he draws a limit to the idea’s/capital’s subsumptive capacities. But
if these capacities exceed these limits in late capitalism then this overcomes Marx’s critique, and
speculative idealism becomes true in a sense that neither he nor the idealists claimed: a model of the
subsumption of life under capital, of capitalist life.
In so far as this is substantive, the whole project of an education in autonomy, even where this takes
radically anti-dogmatic and aesthetic forms, becomes problematic, if not undermined, as a simple
alternative to capitalism. This justifies the attempt to try and conceive of anti-capitalism through
alternatives to autonomy, re-valuing forms of anti-autonomy or heteronomy. This would not only
radicalise the aesthetic mediations proposed by Schiller, but exceed them. (This is the alternative
sought by Lyotard among others, overcoming Adorno’s hesitations.) But anti-autonomy is scarcely a
straightforward alternative. Its advocates tend to buy into a neo-vitalism (Deleuze is seminal here)
which ironically returns us to Marx’s investment in living labour as essentially independent from
capital, and thereby to the same problem of living labour’s subsumption by late capitalism. Otherwise,
a more intensive naturalism is sought out that tends to be indifferent to the subjection of humans and
just as indifferent about capitalist culture. It is perhaps unsurprising that in this context an alternative
form of heteronomy has also gained ground: a neo-dogmatic anti-capitalism that reconceives of forms
of subjection as forms of political subjectivity. (!i"ek’s and Badiou’s alternative Lacanian-Leninisms
are illustrative.) These projects are far from escaping the ambivalences of autonomy; frequently, they
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simply reproduce them.
The contemporary polemics between autonomy and heteronomy may be complex, but the polemic
persists. And while the opponents often fight it out within the Left, its stakes traverse the political
spectrum. The claim here is simply that these disputes should be interpreted in terms of the effects of
the subsumption of life under capital, and the struggle this produces between capitalist life and
non-capitalist life. So we return, by way of another route, to the same junction reached before.
And what of education? The effects have already been forecast, but the issues are modified. Should
an emancipatory education be understood as a form of self-determination, or as freedom from
self-determination? Should it be free of subjection, or an alternative subjection? Should education be a
determination of life, or an emancipation from life’s determination? Autonomy or heteronomy? It is
difficult to answer these questions, and not just because they are abstract. But whatever the answers
may be, for them to constitute an emancipatory education within advanced capitalist societies today,
they must engage in the struggle to wrest non-capitalist life from capitalist life.
Stewart Martin <S.C.Martin AT mdx.ac.uk> is a member of the editorial collective, and
reviews editor, of the journal Radical Philosophy, and teaches philosophy and art at Middlesex
University
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Paulo Freire and the Politics of Postcolonialism
By: Henry A. Giroux
Yet we have different privileges and different compensations for our positions in the field of power relations. My
caution is against a form of theoretical tourism on the part of the first world critic, where the margin becomes a
linguistic or critical vacation, a new poetics of the exotic.
Caren Kaplan
The work of Paulo Freire continues to exercise a strong influence on a variety of liberal and radical educators.
In some quarters his name has become synonymous with the very concept and practice of critical pedagogy.
Increasingly, Freire's work has become the standard reference for engaging in what is often referred to as
teaching for critical thinking, dialogical pedagogy, or critical literacy. As Freire's work has passed from the
origins of its production in Brazil, through Latin America and Africa to the hybrid borderlands of North
America, it has been frequently appropriated by academics, adult educators, and others who inhabit the
ideology of the West in ways that often reduce it to a pedagogical technique or method. Of course, the requisite
descriptions generally invoke terms like "politically charged," "problem-posing," or the mandatory "education
for critical consciousness" and often contradict the use of Freire's work as a revolutionary pedagogical practice.1
But in such a context, these are terms that speak less to a political project constructed amidst concrete struggles
than they do to the insipid and dreary demands for pedagogical recipes dressed up in the jargon of abstracted
progressive labels. What has been increasingly lost in the North American and Western appropriation of
Freire's work is the profound and radical nature of its theory and practice as an anti-colonial and postcolonial
discourse. More specifically, Freire's work is often appropriated and taught "without any consideration of
imperialism and its cultural representation. This lacuna itself suggests the continuing ideological dissimulation
of imperialism today" (Young 158). This suggests that Freire's work has been appropriated in ways that denude
it of some of its most important political insights. Similarly, it testifies to how a politics of location works in the
interest of privilege and power to cross cultural, political, and textual borders so as to deny the specificity of the
other and to reimpose the discourse and practice of colonial hegemony.
I want to argue that Paulo Freire's work must be read as a postcolonial text and that North Americans, in
particular, must engage in a radical form of border crossing in order to reconstruct Freire's work in the
specificity of its historical and political construction. Specifically, this means making problematic a politics of
location situated in the privilege and power of the West and how engaging the question of the ideological weight
of such a position constructs one's specific reading of Freire's work. At the same time, becoming a border
crosser engaged in a productive dialogue with others means producing a space in which those dominant social
relations, ideologies, and practices that erase the specificity of the voice of the other must be challenged and
overcome.
Homelessness and the Border Intellectual
In order to understand Freire's work in terms of its historical and political importance, cultural workers have to
become border crossers. This means that teachers and other intellectuals have to take leave of the cultural,
theoretical, and ideological borders that enclose them within the safety of "those places and spaces we inherit
and occupy, which frame our lives in very specific and concrete ways" (Borsa 36). Being a border crosser
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suggests that one has to reinvent traditions not within the discourse of submission, reverence, and repetition,
but "as transformation and critique." That is, "One must construct one's discourse as difference in relation to
that tradition and this implies at the same time continuities and discontinuities" (Laclau 12). At the same time,
border crossing engages intellectual work not only in its specificity and partiality, but also in terms of the
intellectual function itself as part of the discourse of invention and construction, rather than a discourse of
recognition whose aim is reduced to revealing and transmitting universal truths. In this case, it is important to
highlight intellectual work as being forged in the intersection of contingency and history arising not from the
"exclusive hunting grounds of an elite [but] from all points of the social fabric" (Laclau 27).
This task becomes all the more difficult with Freire because the borders that define his work have shifted over
time in ways that parallel his own exile and movement from Brazil to Chile, Mexico, the United States, Geneva,
and back to Brazil. Freire's work not only draws heavily upon European discourses, but also upon the thought
and language of theorists in Latin America, Africa, and North America. Freire's ongoing political project raises
enormous difficulties for educators who situate Freire's work in the reified language of methodologies and in
empty calls that enshrine the practical at the expense of the theoretical and political.
Freire is an exile for whom being home is often tantamount to being "homeless" and for whom his own identity
and the identities of others are viewed as sites of struggle over the politics of representation, the exercise of
power, and the function of social memory.2 It is important to note that the concept of "home" being used here
does not refer exclusively to those places in which one sleeps, eats, raises children, and sustains a certain level
of comfort. For some, this particular notion of "home" is too mythic, especially for those who literally have no
home in this sense; it also becomes a reification when it signifies a place of safety which excludes the lives,
identities, and experiences of the other, that is, when it becomes synonymous with the cultural capital of white,
middle-class subjects.
"Home," in the sense I am using it, refers to the cultural, social, and political boundaries that demarcate
varying spaces of comfort, suffering, abuse, and security that define an individual's or group's location and
positionality. To move away from "home" is to question in historical, semiotic, and structural terms how the
boundaries and meanings of "home" are constructed in self-evident ways often outside of criticism. "Home" is
about those cultural spaces and social formations which work hegemonically and as sites of resistance. In the
first instance, "home" is safe by virtue of its repressive exclusions and hegemonic location of individuals and
groups outside of history. In the second case, home becomes a form of "homelessness," a shifting site of identity,
resistance, and opposition that enables conditions of self and social formation. JanMohammed captures this
distinction quite lucidly:
"Home" comes to be associated with "culture" as an environment, process, and hegemony that
determine individuals through complicated mechanisms. Culture is productive of the necessary
sense of belonging, of "home"; it attempts to suture . . . collective and individual subjectivity. But
culture is also divisive, producing boundaries that distinguish the collectivity and what lies outside
it and that define hierarchic organizations within the collectivity. "Homelessness," on the other
hand, is . . . an enabling concept . . . associated with . . . the civil and political space that hegemony
cannot suture, a space in which alternative acts and alternative intentions which are not yet
articulated as a social institution or even project can survive. "Homelessness," then, is a situation
wherein utopian potentiality can endure. ("Worldliness" 27)
For Freire, the task of being an intellectual has always been forged within the trope of homelessness: between
different zones of theoretical and cultural difference; between the borders of non-European and European
cultures. In effect, Freire is a border intellectual,3 whose allegiance has not been to a specific class and culture
as in Gramsci's notion of the organic intellectual; instead, Freire's writings embody a mode of discursive
struggle and opposition that not only challenges the oppressive machinery of the State but is also sympathetic to
the formation of new cultural subjects and movements engaged in the struggle over the modernist values of
freedom, equality, and justice. In part, this explains Freire's interest for educators, feminists, and
revolutionaries in Africa, Latin America, and South Africa.
As a border intellectual, Freire ruptures the relationship between individual identity and collective
subjectivity. He makes visible a politics that links human suffering with a project of possibility, not as a static
plunge into a textuality disembodied from human struggles, but as a politics of literacy forged in the political
and material dislocations of regimes that exploit, oppress, expel, maim and ruin human life. As a border
intellectual, Freire occupies a terrain of "homelessness" in the postmodern sense that suggests there is little
possibility of ideological and hegemonic closure, no relief from the incessant tensions and contradictions that
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inform one's own identity, ideological struggles, and project of possibility. It is this sense of "homelessness," this
constant crossing over into terrains of otherness, that characterizes both Freire's life and work. It is as an exile, a
border being, an intellectual posed between different cultural, epistemological, and spatial borders that Freire
has undertaken to situate his own politics of location as a border crosser.
Freire as Border Crosser
It is to Freire's credit as a critical educator and cultural worker that he has always been extremely conscious
about the intentions, goals, and effects of crossing borders and how such movements offer the opportunity for
new subject positions, identities, and social relations that can produce resistance to and relief from the
structures of domination and oppression. While such an insight has continuously invested his work with a
healthy "restlessness," it has not meant that Freire's work has developed unproblematically. For example, in his
earlier work, Freire attempted to reconcile an emancipatory politics of literacy and a struggle over identity and
difference with certain problematic elements of modernism. Freire's incessant attempts to construct a new
language, produce new spaces of resistance, imagine new ends and opportunities to reach them were
sometimes constrained in totalizing narratives and binarisms that de-emphasized the mutually contradictory
and multiple character of domination and struggle. In this sense, Freire's earlier reliance on emancipation as
one and the same with class struggle sometimes erased how women were subjected differently to patriarchal
structures; similarly, his call for members of the dominating groups to commit class suicide downplayed the
complex, multiple, and contradictory nature of human subjectivity. Finally, Freire's reference to the "masses"
or oppressed as being inscribed in a culture of silence appeared to be at odds with both the varied forms of
domination these groups labored under and Freire's own belief in the diverse ways in which the oppressed
struggle and manifest elements of practical and political agency. While it is crucial to acknowledge the
theoretical and political brilliance that informed much of this work, it is also necessary to recognize that it bore
slight traces of vanguardism. This is evident not only in the binarisms that inform Pedagogy of the Oppressed
but also in Pedagogy in Process: The Letters to Guinea-Bissau, particularly in those sections in which Freire
argues that the culture of the masses must develop on the basis of science and that emancipatory pedagogy
must be aligned with the struggle for national reconstruction.
Without adequately addressing the contradictions these issues raise between the objectives of the state, the
discourse of everyday life, and the potential for pedagogical violence being done in the name of political
correctness, Freire's work is open to the charge made by some leftist theorists of being overly totalizing. But this
can be read less as a reductive critique of Freire's work than as an indication of the need to subject it and all
forms of social criticism to analyses that engage its strengths and limitations as part of a wider dialogue in the
service of an emancipatory politics. The contradictions raised in Freire's work offer a number of questions that
need to be addressed by critical educators about not only Freire's earlier work but also about their own. For
instance, what happens when the language of the educator is not the same as that of the oppressed? How is it
possible to be vigilant against taking up a notion of language, politics, and rationality that undermines
recognizing one's own partiality and the voices and experiences of others? How does one explore the
contradiction between validating certain forms of "correct" thinking and the pedagogical task of helping
students assume rather than simply follow the dictates of authority, regardless of how radical the project
informed by such authority. Of course, it cannot be forgotten that the strength of Freire's early discourse rests,
in part, with its making visible not merely the ideological struggle against domination and colonialism but also
the material substance of human suffering, pain, and imperialism. Forged in the heat of life-and-death
struggles, Freire's recourse to binarisms such as the oppressed vs. the oppressor, problem-solving vs.
problem-posing, science vs. magic, raged bravely against dominant languages and configurations of power that
refused to address their own politics by appealing to the imperatives of politeness, objectivity, and neutrality.
Here Freire strides the boundary between modernist and anti-colonialist discourse; he struggles against
colonialism, but in doing so he often reverses rather than ruptures its basic problematic. Benita Parry locates a
similar problem in the work of Frantz Fanon: "What happens is that heterogeneity is repressed in the
monolithic figures and stereotypes of colonialist representations. . . . [But] the founding concepts of the
problematic must be refused" (28).
In his later work, particularly in his work with Donaldo Macedo, in his numerous interviews, and in his talking
books with authors such as Ira Shor, Antonio Faundez, and Myles Horton, Freire undertakes a form of social
criticism and cultural politics that pushes against those boundaries that invoke the discourse of the unified,
humanist subject, universal historical agents, and Enlightenment rationality. Refusing the privilege of home as
a border intellectual situated in the shifting and ever-changing universe of struggle, Freire invokes and
constructs elements of a social criticism that shares an affinity with emancipatory strands of postmodern
discourse. That is, in his refusal of a transcendent ethics, epistemological foundationalism, and political
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teleology, he further develops a provisional ethical and political discourse subject to the play of history, culture,
and power. As a border intellectual, he constantly reexamines and raises questions about what kind of borders
are being crossed and revisited, what kind of identities are being remade and refigured within new historical,
social, and political borderlands, and what effects such crossings have for redefining pedagogical practice. For
Freire, pedagogy is seen as a cultural practice and politics that takes place not only in schools but in all cultural
spheres. In this instance, all cultural work is pedagogical, and cultural workers inhabit a number of sites that
include but are not limited to schools. Most recently in a dialogue with Antonio Faundez, Freire talks about his
own self-formation as an exile and border crosser. He writes,
It was by travelling all over the world, it was by travelling through Africa, it was by travelling
through Asia, through Australia and New Zealand, and through the islands of the South Pacific, it
was by travelling through the whole of Latin America, the Caribbean, North America and
Europe--it was by passing through all these different parts of the world as an exile that I came to
understand my own country better. It was by seeing it from a distance, it was by standing back
from it, that I came to understand myself better. It was by being confronted with another self that I
discovered more easily my own identity. And thus I overcame the risk which exiles sometimes run
of being too remote in their work as intellectuals from the most real, most concrete experiences,
and of being somewhat lost, and even somewhat contented, because they are lost in a game of
words, what I usually rather humorously call "specializing in the ballet of concepts." (13)
It is here that we get further indications of some of the principles that inform Freire as a revolutionary. It is in
this work and his work with Donaldo Macedo, Ira Shor and others that we see traces, images, and
representations of a political project inextricably linked to Freire's own self-formation. It is here that Freire is at
his most prescient in unraveling and dismantling ideologies and structures of domination as they emerge in his
confrontation with the ongoing exigencies of daily life as manifested differently in the tensions, suffering, and
hope between the diverse margins and centers of power that have come to characterize a
postmodern/postcolonial world.
Reading Freire's work for the last fifteen years has drawn me closer to Adorno's insight that, "It is part of
morality not to be at home in one's home" (qtd. in Said, "Reflections" 365). Adorno was also an exile, raging
against the horror and evil of another era, but he was also insistent that it was the role of intellectuals, in part, to
challenge those places bounded by terror, exploitation, and human suffering. He also called for intellectuals to
refuse and transgress those systems of standardization, commodification, and administration pressed into the
service of an ideology and language of "home" that occupied or were complicitous with oppressive centers of
power. Freire differs from Adorno in that there is a more profound sense of rupture, transgression, and hope,
intellectually and politically, in his work. This is evident in his call for educators, social critics, and cultural
workers to fashion a notion of politics and pedagogy outside of established disciplinary borders; outside of the
division between high and popular culture; outside of "stable notions of self and identity . . . based on exclusion
and secured by terror" (Martin and Mohanty 197); outside of homogeneous public spheres; and outside of
boundaries that separate desire from rationality, body from mind.
Of course, this is not to suggest that intellectuals have to go into exile to take up Freire's work, but it does suggest
that in becoming border crossers it is not uncommon for many of them to engage his work as an act of bad faith.
Refusing to negotiate or deconstruct the borders that define their own politics of location, they have little sense
of moving into an "imagined space," a positionality from which they can unsettle, disrupt, and "illuminate that
which is no longer home-like, heimlich, about one's home" (Becker 1). From the comforting perspective of the
colonizing gaze, such theorists often appropriate Freire's work without engaging its historical specificity and
ongoing political project. The gaze in this case becomes self-serving and self-referential, its principles shaped
by technical and methodological considerations. Its perspective, in spite of itself, is largely "panoptic and thus
dominating" (JanMohamed, "Worldliness" 10). To be sure, such intellectuals cross borders less as exiles than
as colonialists. Hence, they often refuse to hold up to critical scrutiny their own complicity in producing and
maintaining specific injustices, practices, and forms of oppression that deeply inscribe the legacy and heritage
of colonialism. Edward Said captures the tension between exile and critic, home and "homelessness" in his
comment on Adorno, though it is just as applicable to Paulo Freire:
To follow Adorno is to stand away from "home" in order to look at it with the exile's detachment. For
there is considerable merit in the practice of noting the discrepancies between various concepts
and ideas and what they actually produce. We take home and language for granted; they become
nature and their underlying assumptions recede into dogma and orthodoxy. The exile knows that
in a secular and contingent world, homes are always provisional. Borders and barriers, which
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enclose us within the safety of familiar territory can also become prisons, and are often defended
beyond reason or necessity. Exiles cross borders, break barriers of thought and experience.
("Reflections" 365)
Of course, intellectuals from the First World, especially white academics, run the risk of acting in bad faith
when they appropriate the work of a Third World intellectual such as Freire without "mapping the politics of
their forays into other cultures," theoretical discourses, and historical experiences (JanMohamed,
"Worldliness" 3). It is truly disconcerting that First World educators rarely articulate the politics and privileges
of their own location, in this case, so at the very least to be self-conscious about not repeating the type of
appropriations that inform the legacy of what Said calls "Orientialist" scholarship (Orientalism).
Freire and Postcolonial Discourse
I want to conclude by raising some issues regarding what it might mean for cultural workers to resist the
recuperation of Freire's work as an academic commodity, a recipe for all times and places. Similarly, I want to
offer some broad considerations for reinventing the radicality of Freire's work within the emergence of a
postcolonial discourse informed by what Cornel West terms the "decolonization of the Third World," and
characterized by "the exercise of . . . agency and the [production of] new . . . subjectivities and identities put
forward by those persons who had been degraded, devalued, hunted, and harassed, exploited and oppressed
by the European maritime empires" (4). The challenge presented by Freire and other postcolonial critics offers
new theoretical possibilities to address the authority and discourses of those practices wedded to the legacy of a
colonialism that either directly constructs or is implicated in social relations that keep privilege and oppression
alive as active constituting forces of daily life within the centers and margins of power.
Postcolonial discourses have made clear that the old legacies of the political left, center, and right can no longer
be so easily defined. Indeed, postcolonial critics have gone further and provided important theoretical insights
into how such discourses either actively construct colonial relations or are implicated in their construction.
From this perspective, Robert Young argues that postcolonialism is a dislocating discourse that raises
theoretical questions regarding how dominant and radical theories "have themselves been implicated in the
long history of European colonialism--and, above all, the extent to which [they] continue to determine both the
institutional conditions of knowledge as well as the terms of contemporary institutional practices--practices
which extend beyond the limits of the academic institution" (viii). This is especially true for many of the
theorists in a variety of social movements who have taken up the language of difference and a concern for the
politics of the other. In many instances, theorists within these new social movements have addressed political
and pedagogical issues through the construction of binary oppositions that not only contain traces of racism and
theoretical vanguardism but also fall into the trap of simply reversing the old colonial legacy and problematic of
oppressed vs. oppressor. In doing so, they have often unwittingly imitated the colonial model of erasing the
complexity, complicity, diverse agents, and multiple situations that constitute the enclaves of
colonial/hegemonic discourse and practice.4
Postcolonial discourses have both extended and moved beyond the parameters of this debate in a number of
ways. First, postcolonial critics have argued that the history and politics of difference are often informed by a
legacy of colonialism that warrants analyzing the exclusions and repressions that allow specific forms of
privilege to remain unacknowledged in the language of Western educators and cultural workers. At stake here
is the task of demystifying and deconstructing forms of privilege that benefit maleness, whiteness, and property
as well as those conditions that have disabled others to speak in places where those who are privileged by virtue
of the legacy of colonial power assume authority and the conditions for human agency. This suggests, as Gayatri
Spivak has pointed out, that more is at stake than problematizing discourse. More importantly, educators and
cultural workers must be engaged in "the unlearning of one's own privilege. So that, not only does one become
able to listen to that other constituency, but one learns to speak in such a way that one will be taken seriously by
that other constituency" (42). In this instance, postcolonial discourse extends the radical implications of
difference and location by making such concepts attentive to providing the grounds for forms of
self-representation and collective knowledge in which the subject and object of European culture are
problematized.5
Second, postcolonial discourse rewrites the relationship between the margin and the center by deconstructing
the colonialist and imperialist ideologies that structure Western knowledge, texts, and social practices. In this
case, there is an attempt to demonstrate how European culture and colonialism "are deeply implicated in each
other" (Young 119). This suggests more that rewriting or recovering the repressed stories and social memories of
the other; it means understanding and rendering visible how Western knowledge is encased in historical and
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institutional structures that both privilege and exclude particular readings, particular voices, certain
aesthetics, forms of authority, specific representations, and modes of sociality. The West and otherness relate
not as polarities or binarisms in postcolonial discourse but in ways in which both are complicitous and
resistant, victim and accomplice. In this instance, criticism of the dominating other returns as a form of self
criticism. Linda Hutcheon captures the importance of this issue with her question: "How do we construct a
discourse which displaces the effects of the colonizing gaze while we are still under its influence" (176).
While it cannot be forgotten that the legacy of colonialism has meant large-scale death and destruction as well
as cultural imperialism for the other, the other is not merely the opposite of Western colonialism, nor is the
West a homogeneous trope of imperialism. This suggests a third rupture provided by postcolonial discourses.
The current concern with the "death of the subject" cannot be confused with the necessity of affirming the
complex and contradictory character of human agency. Postcolonial discourse reminds us that it is
ideologically convenient and politically suspect for Western intellectuals to talk about the disappearance of the
speaking subject from within institutions of privilege and power. This is not to suggest that postcolonial theorists
accept the humanist notion of the subject as a unified and static identity. On the contrary, postcolonial
discourse agrees that the speaking subject must be decentered, but this does not mean that all notions of
human agency and social change must be dismissed. Understood in these terms, the postmodernist notion of
the subject must be accepted and modified in order to extend rather than erase the possibility for creating the
enabling conditions for human agency. At the very least, this would mean coming to understand the strengths
and limits of practical reason, the importance of affective investments, the discourse of ethics as a resource for
social vision, and the availability of multiple discourses and cultural resources that provide the very grounds
and necessity for agency.6
Of course, while the burden of engaging these postcolonial concerns must be taken up by those who
appropriate Freire's work, it is also necessary for Freire to be more specific about the politics of his own location
and what the emerging discourses of postmodernism and postcolonialism mean for self-reflectively engaging
both his own work and his current location as an intellectual aligned with the State (Brazil). If Freire has the
right to draw upon his own experiences, how do these get reinvented so as to prevent their incorporation by
First World theorists within colonialist rather than decolonizing terms and practices? But in raising that
question, I want to emphasize that what makes Freire's work important is that it doesn't stand still. It is not a text
for but against cultural monumentalism, one that offers itself up to different readings, audiences, and contexts.
Moreover, Freire's work has to be read in its totality to gain a sense of how it has engaged the postcolonial age.
Freire's work cannot be separated from either its history or its author, but it also cannot be reduced to the
specificity of intentions or historical location.
Maybe the power and forcefulness of Freire's works are to be found in the tension, poetry, and politics that make
it a project for border crossers, those who read history as a way of reclaiming power and identity by rewriting the
space and practice of cultural and political resistance. Freire's work represents a textual borderland where
poetry slips into politics, and solidarity becomes a song for the present begun in the past while waiting to be
heard in the future.7
Miami University
Oxford, Ohio
Notes
1See Stygall for an excellent analysis of this problem among Freire's followers.
2My use of the terms "exile" and "homelessness" have been deeply influenced by essays by Becker,

JanMohamed ("Worldliness"), Said, Martin and Mohanty, and Kaplan. See also selected essays in Bell Hooks'
Talking Back and Yearning.
3I have taken this term from JanMohamed, "Worldliness."
4For an excellent discussion of these issues as they specifically relate to postcolonial theory, see Parry,

JanMohamed (Manichean), Spivak, Young, and Bhabha. The ways in which binary oppositions can trap a
particular author into the most essentialist arguments can be seen in a recent work by Patti Lather. What is so
unusual about this text is that its call for openness, partiality, and multiple perspectives is badly undermined
by the binarisms which structure around a simple gendered relation of truth to illusion.
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5This position is explored in Tiffin.
6I explore this issue in Border Crossings.
7 This essay will appear in revised form in McLaren and Leonard.
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