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The Political-pedagogical fra2xis af Paulo Tsalre

Moacir Gadotti v
Just a few days ago, Paulo Freire passed away, victim of a near: atrtacyk. T
Lived and worked closely with him during the lazt 23 years. ©n May Flist, 4
few dayz before his death, we werc dx’cuSSLnﬂ various projects s Dg gavelope
by the Institutc Paule Freirfe (IPF! (Paule Freire Insritufe . which was, for
him, a space for dizcussion and for inguiry into new sdusational perspectives
He had be=n intending to give various courses, including one for foreign
students. He had told us that 12 was becoming more difficult to travel abroad
and that he preferr=d to have those interested Ioreign students ceme to the
IFF to study with nim. He died 2t the height of his intellectual producticrn,
with one unfinished book and many projects underway.
Although it is diZficulz to talk abou® him at this time -- I nave po- yal

tranzformed my pain into saudades’ -- Y will try to say something about nis
legacy, focusing principally on his recent political-pedagogizal prasis witn
the Brazilian educational context. This book, Education and Politics, culls
togetaes some of Paulo Freire’s more significant writings apout politicai~

pedagegical praxis. Thus, it seems appropriste to build on this theme a- fhis

time.

Certainly, we can say that tre thinking ard ideas of Pauls Freire are ap
gxistential and historical pwoduct. He forged his ideas in struqgyle, in
praxis -- understood as “action with reflection,” a definitien which he
developed. Erazilian and Latir American socliety in the 1%f)'s could be
considered as a grand iaboratory in which the “Paulo Freire Method” was
solidified. The intense political mobilizatjion that characrewized this &ra
played a fundamentally important rele i the consolidatior o< 2auio Freire s
ideas, whose origins can be found in “he 1%50's. The historcizal momert that
Paulo Freire lived in Chile was fundamental in gxplaining the Zonsolidaginn !
his work, initiated in EBraszil. In Chile, he found a palitical, social and
2ducational upace that was very dynamiz, rich and defiant, permitting him to
re-ztudy and re-eramine his methcd i a different context, evZi4Ating 1+ts
practice and systematizing it theereticaliy.

Whaz- caught the aztention of educators and politicians ¢f that =ra was Uhe
fact that the Paule Freire method “=2ccelerated” the literacy vrocess for
adults. Paulo Freire was not using the same methods with adults thas wers
used With children. It is true, qthers nad already thought of this sane 12e=a
Etill, he was the first %o systematize and experiment with a method ~hat was

entirely created for adult educaticn.

*Moacir Gadotti is a professor at the University of $3o Pauio and
Wi:PCfO' oI the Paulo Freire Institute, Hs has wWwritten seve-al
including: Reading Paule Freize: his life and work (1534, SUNY!:
Praxis with 2 preface by Paulc Trsire (.9 SUNY) ; and panlis ¢
biooibLiog"aphy (156¢, Paule Freirs Inst te/Editora Cortezi whis
transizted into Eaglish. With over 763 S, “hls is the most
availlable on Paulo Freire.
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lencs and students’ prios knowledge.  Thus, 1T 15 nece bt
matize thils experience and knowladge. Nevertheless, Freairean
Lrugtivisin goes beyond research and beytad thematic leaw
istructivism demonstrated that not only can alli people iearn
eople know something and that each 13 the zubject r2sDons

nstruction cf this knowiedge and for the redefinition of thas winizh 15
arned. A child, a ycung person and an adul: only learn when toev have a
vject where the knowledge 1s meaningrful and significent Zor them. But

it is the subject that lsarns through his/her own transformative acticn in the
human world. It is the sukiect that constructs the proper cat=gories of
thought, organizes his/her world ang transforms (7.

The work of Paulo Freire is interdisciplipary arnd can be szeen as resz=arch and
science or as educartiorn. And, these two dimensions imply a thnird: Paulo
Freire did not separate ¢ither from politics. Paulo Freire snould alzso ke
considered a political figure. This i1s the most important dimension of this
Wwork. He did not think abouf reality a3z a sociclogist would, attempiing Lo
mersly understand it. He sought elements in the sciences that, by providing =z
more sclentific understanding of reality, would allew for inte-vention in that
reality in the most efficacious form. Because of this, he viewed education ag
a political act, as an act of knowing end as a creative pet. ALl of his
thinking has a direct relation with reality. This is his mark in history. He
did not concern himself with bureaucratic schemes -— whether —hey were 3chemes
abcut political power or schemes abouf academic power. He was committed to
2 regality to be transiormed, above all else

Paulo Freire proposed a new conception of the pedagogic relat:onshin. He 4did
not view education ag the mere transmission of content from teacher to
student. On the contrary, he viewed 1t as &the establishment of a dialogua.
This means that whiie the teacher teaches, s/h2 als¢o learns. Traditicnal
pedagogy affirms this ldea, but Paulc Frelre placed the educsnor ia a pesitiorn
to learn from the learner, in the same form “hat the learner learned frem the
ccducator. Thus, no one could be considered definitively educated or comglete.
Each person, ia his or her own way, together with others, ¢cuid learn and
discover new dimensions and possipilities from che realities of life. '

Education bec¢omes a goocess of ccllecrtive and ceontinueus £comatcion.

.
But Paulo Freire can be read in yet another lignt, that of nis passion for
piberation. Th 5 would ke a liberatory reading. As many of his interpreters

confirm, the central thesis of his work 13 & thesis of libertv-liperaticn.
Liberation is the central point of his educational c¢oncewmticn, beginning with

his very first work. Liberation ig the endooint of educatiecr., The
destination c¢f education would be to liberate oneself {rom arm oppressive and
un?ust reality. Education aims for liberatlsn, <he radical Lransso-mat-con of

reality. 1n an elifort o improve 1it, make it more human, and =nsure Lhat men
and women ars recognized as zupbjects of thelr own histozsv xather thar as
obj=cts.

Liberaticn, asz a oblective of education, :sit.ates .tse
utopig wvisicn of society. Education or formation should
ceading of the werid. The world that susrcunds us is

permiT a oy

sive and un>uasr

=
tormation ard this reguires the denoydpncemens -2 cppressi R
tgalities and, consequently, a transformative 2Tilical sense in the
gaclaration ol anrother zwealiiy. This cdeclzret:ca 15 nesessary as & moment [7:
Che new realityv which 15 25013 in the makains. TAle new real [ty 13 thes WTonls
of Today’s eduzatoer
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There &re numerous works that could be citgd demonstrating the strict
zoherence between Frzire’s theory and practice. We will look onlv at the meszt
recent: his work as a public adninistracor (1369-1991) at the helm of the
funicipai secrevariat of Educetion for S3c Paulo.

For those who knew Pauls Freire well, his adminisctrative skills were not a
surprise. His secret, nowevar, was knowing how to govern democratically.

uring the almost twe and a half years at the helm of the Secretarist of
Education, he succeeded in creating a team of five or Six assistants thal were
able to work with considerable autonomv and could substitute for him in any
type of emeérgency. There was only one weekly meeting in wnich ths general
policy initiatives of the Secretariat were discussed. If it was necessary,
new directions were explored. Paulo Freire defended vehemently his opinions,
but knew how to work as part of a team -- just the opposite of the sporitaneity
of which has had been accused. He had authority but he excrcised it in a
demccratic manner. He dealt with conflictual situations with great patience.
ile was accustomed to saving that the work of educational change regquires
histeric patience because education is a long-term process.

What were the most important structurel changes introduced “n the municipal
schools under Paulo Freire’s leadership?

Freire himself responded to thig questicn in his book abouk his experience as
Secretariat (4 educagde na cidade, Sdo Paulo, Cortez, 1581, pp. 79-80): “the
most important structural changes introduced in the schools relate to expanded
school autonomy.” The School Councils and Student Association:s were re—
established. Thus, continucd Paulo Freire, “the biggest advance for school
autonomy came in granting the site authority over its own pedagegical
projects, which received support from the administration, and accelerated the
overall school transformation.”

In order to jllustrate this process of crange, I would like to present three
examples: the program of continuous professional development, the program of
Zicveraqy for vouth and adults and the practice of interdisciplinapjty.

1) The program of continuous professional development of eduycarors.

From the beginning of his administration, Paulo Freire insisted that he was
profoundly challenged by the question of professional development for
teacners. His professional development program was oriented by the folliowing
principles (ldem, p. 80):

4]

&) The educater is the subject of his/her practice, which s/he creates
and recreates through tie orocsss of reflecting on day-to-day events and work,

b) An educator’s formation/professional development should be continuous
and systematic, because practice is made and remade.

C) Pedagogic practice requires an understanding of the very crigins of
Knowledge; that is, how the process of understanding unfolds.

¢l) A program for the professional de¢velopment of sducasors is a
regquisite condition for the oprocesz3 of curricular reorientation in schools.

with this proggam Paulo Freirs wanted ts prepare teachers with a2 new
pedagogical attitude srd_anpreoach, particurarly given the autherita-ian
pedagogical traditicn in Brazil. It was not possible to hope that in a few

ysars, this tradition would be overcome. 3acause of this Pau’o Freirs was
wiliing to put a number of issues on th= Line: his well-known pedagogic
Patisnce, political decisi

$i90he, technicai competence, affectiorn, and, above
&ll, the exercise of dsmocracy. Thes end zezulc was success. The Zormation of
teachars went besyond sxpectazions and transcernded that which might have besn
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130715589
S - Brasil



-
¥

‘..Q..’.....0.0.Q.C0.0.QC...QQ..QOOO...Q'O_O.‘.‘G

offering his immense experience which wzz transilated into the praétice of
projects develceped by the Secretariat. In his facewell, he stated: “thoug
will neot longer by Secretariat, will continue together with all cof vOou in
another form...Ccntinue to count on me ir the development of educational
policy, ia the construction of a schocls with another ‘face,’ one that
happier, more coliegial and more democratic” (Idem, D. .144).
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How did Paulo Freire r=act to ths griticisms of his work ard of him as a
person? :

Fersonal attacks were quite rare because though his ideas may have been
polemical, he a5 & person was anot. His personality was transparent. There was
no room for hypocrisy. He didn’t respond to personel criticisms. He also
didn’t tussle with critiques of his work. Paulo Freire believed that good
humor was a pedagogical and progressive weapon, but that polemics wereé not.
Humor is constructive, polemics are, quite often, destructive. Because of
this, he never argued with any of his critics. At the same time, he was not
silent in the face of their charges. '

He considered criticisms in a positive light and tried to learn from them.
When he responded to them indirectiy in his books —— and he did this
cystematically -- he atrempted to contextualize his work, demonstrating that
he was a product of his time. In this way, we can say that nis thinking

evolved, edc¢h time conquering and surpassing specific “naivetés” -- as he
himse.f observes in Pedagogy ¢f Hope (240 Paulo, Paz e Terra, 1592: &7).

But there are also criticisms that come from readings and interpretations cf
his work that are different and ac times contradictory. These are legitimate
and zerious interpretations. Above 2ll, in these cases, Paulo Treire had the
right to disagree and he did disagree with these readings: he did not
recognize himself in many of them.

Certain conservative critics argued that nhe dic not have a theory of knowleddas
because he had not studied the relations between the subject of knowledge and
the object. He was interested merely in the product. This i3 not true:
before anything else, his thinking is founded in an explicit anthropolcgical
theory of knowledge. "Others accuse him of authoritarjiasnism stating that his
metnod supposes a transformation of reality even though such an objective may
not be shared by all. As a rezult, it is an unscientific method (because it
doesn’ t have universal applicability). His method would be authoritarian to
the extent that he obligates everyone to participate in transformation. It i
ciear that this criticism ignores the fact that Paulo Freire did not accept
the idea of pure theory -- ke thought this was an illusion -- but rather
argued for a2 critical theory rooted in a social and pelitical philosophy. iH=e
rejected the idea of scientifie neutrality -- just as he diztanced himself
from scademicism -~ and argued that the conservatives, nid thei:r ideologicz!?
conservatism undec¢ the rubric of pPciiticaelly neutral and pure theory.

a

Wnat does an educator l=ave as a itedacy’

in the first place, he leaves a life, a biography. Aand raule enchanted ug
with his tenderness., his sweetness, his charisma, his cohercace, his
commitment and his serisusness. His words anda actions wate words and actions
of struggle for a warld that was “less ugly, less mean-spirited and Less
inhumane”, as he used to tsil us. Cn the side of leve and hape. he also left
28 a legacy of daily outrags abeout injustice, which he told us we could nor

Usweeten” or “sugar-aoat” with our words.
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In addition t¢ the testimony of a life cocmmitied to the cause of the
oppressed, he left us with an immense body of work, recorded in numersus
editions of books, articies and videos found throughout the world. Some
have asked me why his pedagogy had such success. [ responded that iz was
because his “pedagogy of dialeogue” did not hurdliate the student, the other.
A conservative pedagoqy humilizates students and the padagogy of Paulo Freire
gave students dignity, putting the teacher at their side -- with the task of
orienting and directing.the educational process -- but as a being also in a
mode of searching, like they were. The teacher was also a learner...Thiz is
“he legacy ol Freire,

Paulo Freire did not define educatica as simply a technique based in a theory
of knowledge, but as a political, social and anthropoloegical roadmap of what
to deo. Because he based his theory and practice in anthropology, ne
constructed a pedagogy that was profoundly ethical. Tt i3 necessary to
conscientize, but without doing violence to the consciousness ol others.

In the development of his educational theory, Paulo Freire succeeded, on one
hand to demystify the pedagogic dreams of the 1960's that, at Least in Latin
America, viewed the school as responsible for changing everything, and on the
other, he was able to overcome the pessimism of the 1970's when people thought
that schooling was purely reproductive. 1In doing this, he went beyond naive
pedagogy and negative pessimism, keeping nimself true to the idea of utopaia,
dreaming dreams of the possiblie.

Various generations of educators, anthropologists, social and political
scientists, professionals in the natural and biologlcal sciences, wsre
influenced by Freire and helped to congtruct a pedagogy grounded in
liberation. Wwhat he wrote iz 3 part of the lives of an entire generation that
learned to dream about a world cf equality and justice, that fought and
continues to struggle for this world. Maay will continue hiz work, even
though he didn’t leave behind “disciples.” Nothing could be less Freirean
than to be a disciple or a follower ¢f ideas. He always chalillenged us to
“reinvent” the world, to pursue truth and not to copy ideas. PFaulo Freire
left us with zoots, wings and dreams.
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