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The danger of domestication: a case study

PETER ROBERTS
Education Department, University of Auckland

Attempting to apply the ideas of Third World theorists to First World contexts is an inherently
risky enterprise: the danger of domestication is ever-present. In this article the author examines
this thesis with reference to the work of the highly influential Brazilian adult educator, Paulo
Freire. Four problematic tendencies are highlighted: the failure to consider Freire’s work in its
social context; fragmentation in reading Freirean texts; reductionism in appropriating Freirean
principles and practices; and the reluctance 1o assess Freire's ideas critically.

Introduction

Western scholars have always enjoyed an ambivalent relationship with their Third
World colleagues. On the one hand, the work of activists and intellectuals from Latin
America and Africa (among other parts of the world) has been a source of fascination
and inspiration for First World academics of a radical persuasion. Revolutionary
leaders have been, if not revered, at least cautiously admired by many Left intellectuals
struggling against dominant ideas (and social structures). There appears to be much
that can be learned from Third World writers in seeking avenues for resistance in the
First World. On the other hand, the problems which beset Third World countries are
significantly different — sometimes if only in degree but often in kind - to those which
confront the usa, Canada, uk, Australia and New Zealand. In applying the insights of
Third World thinkers to First World settings, special care must be taken not to
domesticate their ideas.

Certainly it can be claimed that within most First World countries there is — in effect
— a Third World: the existence of genuine poverty in ostensibly “civilized " societies has
become readily apparent in recent years as an increasing number of people turn to food
banks and other emergency sources in order to satisfy basic human needs. Un-
employment (and underemployment) is now a seemingly permanent feature of most
industrialized societies. While at one end of the social scale a growing underclass
emerges, at the other multinationals and other large corporations seck to gain a
stranglehold over the production and circulation of essential goods and services.
Legislative moves to lower wages and crush the power of unions — the Employment
Contracts Act in New Zealand, for instance — have exacerbated existing disparities
between the rich and the poor.
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Paulo Freire, the subject of this article, speaks of both a Third World within the First
World and a First World within the Third World. From the Freirean point of view, the
notion of a Third World is ideological and political, not (merely) geographic:

The Third World is in the last analysis the world of silence, of oppression, of
dependence, of exploitation, of the violence exercised by the ruling classes on the

oppressed. (Freire 1985: 140)

These conditions are clearly evident in western countries, just as within so-called
‘underdeveloped’ nations élite groups enjoy a life of luxury and opulence. It could be
suggested, moreover, that given the continuing growth of global networks of trade and
communication, and the breakdown of the Cold War, the very categories of ‘Third
World" and “First World” are now highly problematic.

There can be little doubt that the world is changing (rapidly and dramatically), yet
the manifestation of gross inequities between nations is, I believe, sufficiently self-
evident to retain certain distinctions. Hunger, exploitation and oppression are rife
throughout the First World, but the difficulties endured by millions of people in the
Third World (widespread malnutrition, diseases almost out of control, alarming rates of
infant mortality, appalling housing conditions, staggeringly low or non-existent wages,
etc.) are, in both scale and severity, of a magnitude few in western societies could
imagine. The Third World is a different world, and any attempt to apply theoretical
frameworks, methodological principles or innovations in practice from that world to the
First World is fraught with danger.

Education is one area of human endeavour where the hazards of domestication have
particular significance, and Freire’s pedagogy seems to have been especially prone to
this problem. As word of Freire’s spectacular success in adult literacy work has spread,
his reputation as a man who has much to offer many people has been enhanced, but the
risk of distortion in conveying his ideas has increased proportionately. Among other
problematic tendencies, failing to consider Freire’s work in its social context,
fragmentation in reading Freirean texts, and reductionism in appropriating Freirean
concepts, principles and practices are especially common. To counter these possibilities,
Freire should be read contextually, holistically and critically.

Considering Freire’s work in its social context

Freire's pedagogy was forged within a particular social, cultural and historical context.
At the time when his ideas on literacy were being formulated (the 1950s and early
1960s), Brazil was characterized by immense inequalities in the distribution of resources,
with a high concentration of wealth in the hands of a few élite landowners and grinding
poverty among rural peasant communities and the urban poor. Inequities between
different groups in housing, food and water supplies, and provisions for health care and
education were glaringly apparent. Then, as now, Brazil was a deeply divided society,
whose social geography was one of contrasts. Though he was careful from the beginning
not to see literacy as a cure-all for Brazil’s social ills, Freire believed widespread illiteracy
was a symptom of deep structural injustices. For Freire, illiteracy did not ‘cause’ poor
health or nutrition; not did it *explain’ the sharp divisions between classes in Brazil.
Rather, the high rates of illiteracy among the poor reflected and reinforced wider
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imbalances in power and control. Patterned illiteracy, from Freire’s point of view, was
a direct consequence of political policies and an oppressive social order. Under these
circumstances, becoming literate was always going to be about much more than *simply’
learning how to read and write: for Freire, literacy was inextricably linked with the
broader process of social transformation. The very character of the literacy promoted by
Freire was shaped by a particular conception of Brazilian reality and a distinct vision of
life under more liberating social conditions,

In content and style the literacy campaign was profoundly Brazilian (see Roberts
1994). The words and themes which formed the core of the programme were derived in
large measure from the people with whom the literacy facilitators were working. The
discussion of nature, culture, work and human relationships which preceded what is
sometimes (erroneously) called ‘the actual literacy training” (Sanders 1972: 593) was,
according to one commentator at least, well suited to the willingness among Brazilians
— when appropriately prompted - to talk about their world (Lloyd 1972: 12). Although
many of the issues problematized in Freire’s culture circles were, he might claim, of
universal human significance, the aims of the programme were quite specific: it was
liberation from the particular forms of hardship and exploitation endured by the
oppressed in Brazil during a given historical period with which Freire was concerned in
the first instance.

The risks associated with decontextualized analyses of Freirean concepts have been
vividly displayed in certain interpretations of ‘conscientization’. Freire’s depiction of
three levels of consciousness (‘magical’, ‘naive’ and ‘critical’) in early works is ripe for
philosophical interrogation. When this framework is divorced from the social situation
in which it was initially grounded, however, difficulties inherent in the notion of
conscientization are compounded. The translation of ‘conscientization’ into ‘con-
sciousness raising’ is especially problematic, as is the systematization of Freire’s three
levels into distinct, sequential stages of pre-defined personality and behavioural
characteristics (Roberts 1993a). Freire used the terms *magical’ and ‘naive’ to try and
capture the essence of modes of thinking and acting among specific groups within
Brazilian society during given historical periods. His theory of conscientization, as it was
originally developed, was intended to explain (in the case of magical and naive levels of
consciousness) that which already existed in a particular society; it was nof meant to
serve as a blueprint for categorizing individuals in all societies.

While Freire welcomes critical engagement with all aspects of his work (a point I
discuss further below), he positively urges readers to consider the context within which
his ideas emerged when examining his texts. In a recent dialogue, Freire expresses
dismay at the anger (still being) generated by his use of the male referent in Pedagogy of
the Oppressed:

... I received not long ago a letter from a young woman who recently came across
Pedagogy of the Oppressed for the first time, criticizing my machista language. This
letter was very insulting and somewhat vulgar but I was not upset by it. I was not
upset by her letter because, most certainly, she has only read Pedagogy of the
Oppressed and evaluated my language as if this book were written last year. (Freire
and Macedo 1993: 171)

Freire is quick to point out that he is not making excuses for the sexist language in the
book but simply stressing that his work must be viewed in light of his social and cultural
background.' During his formative years, he ‘did not escape the enveloping powers of






