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~rd s~nsitive consc.ience to tlie exfraord1nary . misery and suff~:ifitr~ 
of the. oppressed around him. Boni iri 1921 in Recife, the cerit~r'of 
one of the most extreme situations of poverty and underdevelopfu~I1f> 
in the Third World, he was soon forced to experience that reality· 
directly. As the economic crisis in 1929 in the United States began. 
to affect Brazil, the precarious stability of Freire' s middle-class fain­
ily gave way and he found himself sharing the plight of the "wretched 
of the earth." This had a profound influence on his life as he came 
to .know the gnawing pangs of hunger and fell behind in school 
because of the listlessness it prodrtced; it also led him to make a 
vow, .at age eleven, to dedicate his life to the struggleagainst hunger, 
so that other children would not have to know the agony he was 
then experiencing. 

His early sharing ofthe life of the poor also led him to the discov­
ery of what he describ.es as the "cultur~ of silence" of the dispos­
sessed. He came to realize thlit their ignorance and lethargy were 
the direct product of the whole. situation of economic, social, and 
political domination-and of the paternalism-of which th~y were 
victims. Rather than being encouraged and equipped to know and 
~espond to ,~he concrete realities of their world, they were kept 
submerged in a situation . in which such . critical awareness and 

response we.re · practically impossible. And it became clear to him 
that the whol~ educational system was one of the major instruments 
for the maintenance of this culture of silence. 

Confronted by this problem in . a very existential ·way, Freire 
turned his attention to the field of education and began to work on 
it. Over the years, he has engaged in a process of study and reflec­
tion that has. produced something quite new and creative in educa­
tional philosophy, From a situation . of direct · engagefuent in the 
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gl~;tcrcreate a new so~ial order and thus represents 
J(' ?/fh,eory and praxis; And I •am encouraged when a 

~;' Stature of Paulo Freire incarnates a rediscovery of the 
. }Ilg vocation of the intellectual, and demonstrates the power 

.,, !hgl1ght ·to negate accepted limits and open the way to a new 
·· future. 
. ):',;f'reire is able to do this because he operates on one basic assump­
tion: that man's ontological vocation (as he calls it) is to be a Subject 
who acts upon and transforms his world, and in so . doing moves 
toward ever new possibilities of fuller and richer life individually 
and collectively. This · world to which he relates is not a static and 
closed order, a given reality which man must accept and to which 
he must adjust; rather, it is a problem to be worked on and solved. 
It is the material · used by man to create history, a task which -he 
performs as he overcomes that which is dehumanizing at any par­
ticular time and place and dares to create the qualitatively new. For 
Freire, the resources for that task at the present time are provided 
by the advanced technology of our Western world, but the social 
vision which impels us to negate the present order and demonstrate 
that history has not ended·comes .primarily from the suffering · and 
struggle of the people of the Third World. 

Coupled with this is Freire' s conviction (now supported by a wide 
background of experience) that every human being, no matter how 
"ignorant" or submerged in the "culture of silence" he or she may 
be, is capable of looking critically at the world ina dialogieal encoun­
ter with others. Provided with the proper tools for such encounter, 
the. individual can gradually perceive personal and social reality as 
well as the contradictions in it, become conscious ofhis or her own 
perception of that reality, and deal critically with it. In this process, 
the old, paternalistic teacher..:...student relationship is overcome. A 
peasant can facilitate this process 'for a neighbor more effectively 
tha11 a "teacher" brought in .from outside. "People educate each 

through · the mediation of the world." 
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creates a hew sensitivity to what is · happening; Especially among 
youngpeople; the new media together with the erosion of old con~ 
cepts of authority open the way to acute awareness of this new bond­
age . .The young perceive that their right to say their own word has 
beeri stolen from them, and that few things are more important than 
the. struggle to win it back. And they also realize that the educational 
system today_:__from kindergarten to university-is their enemy. 

There is no such thing as a neutral educational process. Education 
either functions as an instrument that .is used to facilitate the integra­
tion · of the younger generation into the . logic of the present system 
and bring about conformity to it, or it becomes "the practice of 
freedom," the means by which men and women deal critically and 
creatively with reality and discover how to participate in the transfor­
mation of their world. The development of an educational methodol­
ogy that facilitates this process will inevitably · lead to tension and 
conflict within our society. But it could also contribute to the forma­
tion of a new man and mark the beginning ofa new era in Western 
history. For those who are committed to that task and are searching 
for concepts and tools for experimentation, Paulo Freire' s thought 
will make a significant contribution in the years ahead. 

RICHARD SHAULL 
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Doubt regarding the possible. effects of conscientizagao implies a 
premise which the doubter does not always make explicit: It is better 
for the victims of injustice not to recognize themselves as such. In 
fact, however, conscientizagao does not lead people to "destructive 
fanaticism." On the contrary, by making it possible for people to 
enter the historical process as responsible Subjects, 2 conscientiza~iio 

enrolls them in the search for self-affirmation and thus avoids fa­
naticism. 

The awakening of critical consciousness leads the way to the 
expression of social discontents precisely because these discon~ 
tents are real components of an oppressive situation. 3 

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

It is solely by risking life that freedom is obtained; . . . the 
individµal who has . not staked his or her ]if~ may, n.o doubt, be 
recognized as a Person; but he or she has not attained the truth 
of this recognition as an independent self-consciousness. 4 

Me11 and Women rarely admit their fear offreedom openly, however, 
tending rather to camouflage it-sometimes uiiconsciously--by pre­
senting themselves as defenders of freedom. They give their doubts 
and misgivings an air of profound sobriety, as befitting custodians of 
freedom. But they confuse freedom with the maintenance of the 
status quo; so that if conscientizaqiio threatens to place that ·status . 
quo in question, it thereby seems to constitute a threat to freedoTI1 
itself. 

2. The term Subjects denotes those who know and act, in contrast to objects\ 
which known and acted upon.-Translator's note. 

Francisco Weffort, in the preface to Paulo Freire, Educa~iio C011W PratiCq da 
Liberdade (Rio 1967). v(; ., 

Phenomenology of Mind (New York, 1967), p. 233. ·< ·;r 
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On the other hand, the radical is never a subjectivist. For this 
individual the subjective aspect exists only in relation to the objec"' 
tive aspect (the concrete reality, which is the object of analysis). 
Subjectivity and objectivity thus join in a dialectical unity producing 
knowledge in solidarity with action, ·and vice versa. 

For his or her part, the sectarian of whatever persuasion, blinded 
by irrationality, does not (or cannot) perceive the dynamic of reali­
ty-or else misinterprets it. Should this person think dialectically, 
it is with a "domesticated dialectic.". The rightist sectarian (whom I 
have previously termed a born sectarian5) wants to slow down the 
historical pro_cess, to . "domesticate" time and thus to domesticate 
men and women; The leftist-turned-sectarian goes totally astray 
when he or she attempts to interpret reality and history dialectically, 
and falls into essentially fatalistic positions. 

The rightist sectarian differs from his or her leftist counterpart 
in that . the former attempts to domesticate the present so that (he 
or she hopes) the future will reproduce this domesticated present, 
while thel~tter considers the future pre-established-a kind of in­
evitable fate, fortune, . or destiny. For the rightist sectarian, • "today," 
linked to the past, is something given ·and immutable; forthe leftist 
sectarian, .. "tomorrow'' is . d~9reed .beforehand, is · inexorably pfeor~ 
dained. This ri ti st and this. leftist are both reactionary because, 
starting fr()m their res ectivelyJalse views of history, both eve op 
ormso . action that negate freedom. The fact tat one person 1mag- ; 
ines a "well-behaved" present and the o·ther a predetermined future '· 
does not mean that they therefore fold. their arms and become spec­
tators (the former expecting that the pr~.sent will continue, the latter> 
waiting for the already "known" future to come to pass). On the: 
contrary, closing themselves into "circles of certainty" from whic~ 
they cannot escape, these individuals "make" their own truth. It 'is. 
not the truth of rnen and women who struggle to build the futuf~; 
running the risks involved in this very construction. Nor is it . th~ 
truth of men and women who fight side byside and learnfogeth '. 

da Liberdade. 
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this theme. Furthermore, in my experience as an educator with 
the people, using a dialogical andproblem-posing education, I have 
accumulated a comparative wealth of material . that challenged me 
to run the risk of making the affirmations contained in this wmk. . 

{ 

From these pages I hope at least the · following will endure: my 
trust in the people, and my faith in men and women, and in the 
creation of a world in which it will be easier to love. 

Here I would . like to express my gratitude to Elza, my wife and 
"first reader, " for the understanding and encouragement she has 
shown my work, which belongs to her as well. I would also like fo 
extend my thanks to a group of friends for their comments on my 
manuscript. At the risk of omitting some names, I must mention 
Joao da Veiga Coutinho, Richard Shaull, Jim Lamb, Myra and Jove­
lino Ramos, Paulo de Tarso, Almino Affonso, Plinio Sampaio, Ernani 
Maria Fiori, Marcela Gajardo, Jose Luis Fiori, and Joao Zacarioti. 
The responsibility for the affirmations made herein is, of course, 
mine alone. 
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