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The following is part of an ongoing dialogue that Donaldo Macedo and Paulo Freire
have been having since 1983. As it attempts to address the current criticisms of Freire's
work along the the lines of gender and race, this dialogue not only challenges the

[frequent misinterpretations of his leading philosophical ideas by conservative and some

liberal educators, but will also embrace contemporary educational issues and discuss
what il means to educate for critical citizenry in the ever-increasing mulliracial and
multicultural world of the twenty-first century.

MACEDO: In their attempt to cut the chains of oppressive educational practices,
many North American educators blindly advocate the dialogical model, creating,
in turn, a new form of methodological rigidity laced with benevolent oppression
— all done under the guise of democracy with the sole excuse that it is for the
students’ own good. As educators, many of us have witnessed pedagogical con-
texts in which we are implicitly or explicitly required to speak, to talk about our
experiences, as an act of liberation. We all have been at conferences where
speakers have been chastised because they failed to locate themselves in history.
In other words, the speakers failed to give primacy to their experiences in ad-
dressing issues of critical democracy. It does not matter that the speakers had
important and insightful things to say. This is tantamount to dismissing Marx
because he did not entrance us with his personal, lived experiences. Another
form of rigidity manifested in these educational practices modeled on your lead-
ing ideas is the process in which teachers relinquish their authority to become
what is called a facilitator. Becoming a facilitator signals, in the view of many
educators, a democratization of power in the classroom. Can you speak about
these issues and perhaps clarify them?
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FREIRE Donaldo, let me begin responding by categorically saying that I consider

mvsellateacher and always a teacher. I have never pretended to be a facilitator.

What I'want to make clear also is in being a teacher, I always teach to facilitate.

I cannot accept the notion of a facilitator who facilitates so as not to teach.

The true comprehension of dialogue must differentiate the role that only
facilitates from the role that teaches. When teachers call themselves facilitators
and not teachers, they become involved in a distortion of reality. To begin with,
in de-emphasizing the teacher’s power by claiming to be a facilitator, one is
being less than truthful to the extent that the teacher turned facilitator main-
tains the power institutionally created in the position. That is, while facilitators
may veil their power, at any moment they can exercise power as they wish. The
facilitator still grades, still has certain control over the curriculum, and to deny
these facts is to be disingenuous. I think what creates this need to be a facilitator
is the confusion between authoritarianism and authority. What one cannot do
in trying to divest of authoritarianism is relinquish one’s authority as teacher.,
In fact, this does not really happen. Teachers maintain a certain level of author-
ity through the depth and breadth of knowledge of the subject matter that they
teach. The teacher who claims to be a facilitator and not a teacher is renouncing,
for reasons unbeknownst to us, the task of teaching and, hence, the task of
dialogue.

Another point worth making is the risk of perceiving facilitators as non-direc-
tive. I find this to be a deceitful discourse; that is, a discourse from the perspec-
tive of the dominant class. Only in this deceitful discourse can educators talk
about a lack of direction in teaching. I do not think that there is real education
without direction. To the extent that all educational practice brings with it its
own transcendence, it presupposes an objective to be reached. Therefore, prac-
tice cannot be nondirective. There is no educational practice that does not point
to an objective; this proves that the nature of educational practice has direction.
The facilitator who claims that “since I respect students I cannot be directive,
and since they are individuals deserving respect, they should determine their
own direction,” does not deny the directive nature of education that is inde-
pendent of his own subjectivity. Rather, this facilitator denies himself or herself
the pedagogical, political, and epistemological task of assuming the role of a
subject of that directive practice. This facilitator refuses to convince his or her
learners of what he or she thinks is just. This educator, then, ends up helping
the power structure. To avoid reproducing the values of the power structure,
the educator must always combat a laissez-faire pedagogy, no matter how pro-
gressive it may appear to be.

Authoritarian educators are correct, even though they are not always theo-
retically explicit, when they say that there is no education that is non-directive.
[ would not disagree with these educators; but, I would say that to claim to be a
facilitator is authoritarian to the extent that the facilitators make their own

objectives and dreams the directives that they give to learners in their educa-
tional practice. Facilitators are authoritarian because, as subjects of the educa-
tional practice, they reduce learners to objects of the directives they impose.
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While educators divest of an authoritarian educational practice, they should
avoid falling prey to a laissez-faire practice under the pretext of facilitating. On
the contrary, a better way to proceed is to assume the authority as a teacher
whose direction of education includes helping learners get involved in planning
education, helping them create the critical capacity to consider and participate
in the direction and dreams of education, rather than merely following blindly.
The role of an educator who is pedagogically and critically radical is to avoid
being indifferent, a characteristic of the facilitator who promotes a laissez-faire
education. The radical educator has to be an active presence in educational
practice. But, educators should never allow their active and curious presence to
transform the learners’ presence into a shadow of the educator’s presence. Nor
can educators be a shadow of their learners. The educator who dares to teach
has to stimulate learners to live a critically conscious presence in the pedagogical
and historical process.

MACEDO: 1 believe that to renounce the task of teaching under the guise of
facilitating is part and parcel of a paternalistic ideology.

FREIRE: Exactly. The true issue behind the act of facilitating remains veiled
because of its ideological nature. In the end, the facilitator is renouncing his or
her duty to teach — which is a dialogical duty. In truth, the teacher turned
facilitator rejects the fantastic work of placing an object as a mediator between
him or her and the students. That is, the facilitator fails to assume his or her
role as a dialogical educator who can illustrate the object of study. As a teacher,
I have the responsibility to teach, and in order to teach, I always try to facilitate.
In the first place, I am convinced that when we speak of dialogue and education,
we are speaking, above all, about practices that enable us to approach the object
ol knowledge. In order to begin to understand the meaning of a dialogical
practice, we have to put aside the simplistic understanding of dialogue as a mere
technique. Dialogue does not represent a somewhat false path that 1 attempt to
elaborate on and realize in the sense of involving the ingenuity of the other, On
the contrary, dialogue characterizes an epistemological relationship. Thus, in
this sense, dialogue is a way of knowing and should never be viewed as a mere
tactic to involve students in a particular task. We have to make this point very
clear. I engage in dialogue not necessarily because 1 like the other person. |
engage in dialogue because I recognize the social and not merely the individu-
alistic character of the process of knowing. In this sense, dialogue presents itself
as an indispensable component of the process of both learning and knowing.

MACEDO: T could not agree with you more. I am reminded of how educators
who embrace your notion of dialogue mechanistically reduce the epistemologi-
cal relationship of dialogue to a vacuous, feel-good comfort zone. For instance,
in a graduate class I taught last semester in which we discussed extensively an
anti-racist pedagogy, many White teachers felt uncomfortable when the non-
White students made connections between the assigned theoretical readings and
their own lived experience with racism. In discussing her feelings of discomfort,
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a White teacher remarked that “we should spend at least three weeks getting to
know cach other so as to become friends before taking on sensitive issues such
as racism.” In other words, this White teacher failed to recognize her privileged
position that enabled her to assume she can negotiate the terms under which

classmates from oppressed groups can state their grievances. It is as if in order
to be able to speak the truth about racism or to denounce racist structures,
non-Whites must first befriend their White classmates. The inability of this White
teacher to acknowledge her privileged position in demanding to negotiate her
comfort zone before grievances against racism are made makes her unable to
realize that, in most instances, certain groups such as African Americans are
born and live always without any comfort zone, much less the privilege to assume
they can negotiate the appropriate comfort zone within a graduate course.

FREIRE: All of this leads us to consider another dimension that is implicit, but
not always clear, in relation to the concept of dialogue. That is to say, the dia-
logue about which we are now speaking, the dialogue that educators speak
about, is not the same as the dialogue about a walk up the street, for example,
which becomes no more than the object of mere conversation with friends in a
bar. In this case, people are not necessarily engaged in a search for the delimi-
tation of a knowable object. Here I am speaking with respect to dialogue in a
strictly epistemological perspective. What then does dialogue require as a sine
qua non condition?

MACEDO: 1f in this sense the object of knowledge is the fundamental goal, the
dialogue as conversation about individuals’ lived experiences does not truly con-
stitute dialogue. In other words, the appropriation of the notion of dialogical
teaching as a process of sharing experiences creates a situation in which teaching
is reduced to a form of group therapy that focuses on the psychology of the
individual. Although some educators may claim that this process creates a peda-
gogical comfort zone, in my view it does little beyond making the oppressed feel
good about their own sense of victimization. Simply put, I do not think that the
sharing of experiences should be understood in psychological terms only. It
invariably requires a political and ideological analysis as well. That is, the sharing
of experiences must always be understood within a social praxis that entails both
reflection and political action. In short, dialogue as a process of learning and
knowing must always involve a political project with the objective of dismantling
oppressive structures and mechanisms prevalent both in education and society.

Part of the reason why many teachers who claim to be Freire-inspired end up
promoting a laissez-faire, feel-good pedagogy is because many are only exposed
to, or interpret, your leading ideas at the level of cliché. By this I mean that
many professors who claim to be Freire-inspired present to their students a
watered-down translation of your philosophical positions in the form of a lock-
step methodology. Seldom do these professors require their students to read
your work as a primary source and, in cases where they do read, let’s say, Pedagogy
of the Oppressed, they often have very little knowledge of other books that you
have published. For example, I have been in many educational contexts through-
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