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An Interview with Adriana Puitggés
of Argentina: The Dilemmmas o tin

American Educational Systems and the
Work of Paulo Freire

Peter McLaren
Translated by Fiona Taler

Adriana Puiggros is a Professor of
Argentine and Latin American Educa-
tion at the University of Buenos Aires.
She is the daughter of Rudolpho Puig-
grés, former President of the Univer-
sity of Buenos Aires and noted
political essayist. Her maternal grand-
parents were Russian Jews who es-
caped the purges of Stalin, and finally
settled in Argentina in 1931.

Dr. Puiggros’ family was targeted for
assassination by the government of
Isabel Peron. Professor Puiggros's of-
fice and family home were bombed
and she fled Argentina to Mexico. She
earned her doctorate at the Autono-
mous National University of Mexico
City. She returned to Argentina in
1984, and is now working as a re-
searcher for the National Council of
Science and Technology.

_Peter: Can you describe your first en-

counter with Paulo Freire’s work? At
what point in your life did you first
become aware of his writings?

Adriana: Initially, I became aware of
Paulo Freire’s work by word of mouth
and via newspaper articles around
1966. Only in 1970 did I read Educa-
tion: The Practice of Freedom for the
first time, since Freire’s thought faced

The interview is forthcoming in Peter
Mc-l,.'aren and Colin Lankshear (eds.), The
Politics of Liberation: Paths Sfrom Freire, in

_ Press, Routledge.

great difficulties in becoming known
in Argentina.

Peter: What were those difficulties?

Adrianna: Freire's thinking was intro-
duced by activists of the Catholic left
wing, advocates of “Liberation Theol-
ogy,” who, following the Bishops Con-
ference in Medellin in 1968, sought to
build a new philosophy within the
Church. They were influenced particu-
larly by Monsignor Helder Camara,
Bishop of Olinda and Recife in Brazil,
and they were committed to socialist
revolution and trying to establish links
between Marxism and Christianity. It
was among these groups that the revo-
lutionary Peronist left wing, active in
Argentina between the end of the 1960s
and the late 1970s, evolved.

Peter: How were you influenced?

Adriana: In those days, I was an asso-
ciate lecturer at the University of
Buenos Aires. In a lecture I gave in
1972, T included reference to Freire's
works together with a paper that
described liberation pedagogy, com-
bining the strong and distinctively
Latin American Marxism in which I
had been educated myself with ele-
ments of Frantz Fanon’s work. A key
feature of this approach was the diffi-
culty it posed to establishing the differ-
ences between a colonial and a hegem-
onic system, a difficulty shared by a
large section of the left and Argentine
popular nationalism.

Peter: Explain the differences here.

Adriana: The differences were no
mere side issue. They were the key to
understanding Argentina’s distinctive
situation, and where its economy,
politics, social organization and cul-
ture differ from, or are similar to,
those of other Latin American and
Third World countries. Cultural colo-
nialism, one of the axes of Freire's crit-
ical stance, involves one culture invad-
ing the consciousness of another,
eliminating that culture and imposing
another language and worldview in its
place.

Peter: There is certainly a history of
that in Latin America.

Adriana: Yes, one of the landmarks
giving rise to modern history, 500
years ago, was indeed a colonialist
event—the beginning of the conquest
of America. The founding scene of
Latin American education consists in
the “conquistadores™ reading to the
indigenous people, in Spanish, a list of
their rights and obligations. By this
ritual, incomprehensible to the Incas,
Nauhas, Guaranis, and other native
peoples, a colonialist pedagogy was
established. Later, however, came na-
tional liberation movements which de-
veloped into the struggle for inde-
pendence in Latin America during the
19th century. These struggles were led
by liberal politicians together with pro-
gressive sectors of the Latin American
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. populations who sought modernization
. . . . . .
and democratization of their socicties.

Peter: How did these movements im-
pact education?

Adriana: One of the main aims of
liberal political projects in education
was to help integratc new nations,
molding the population into the form
of the citizen. The role of these proj-
ects was contradictory: they fought
against ‘barbarity"—that is, popular
political culture—contributing to the
development of societies, but devel-
oped them in an unjust manner.

Peter: What were the consequences of
this development? In what ways was
education impacted?

Adriana: The development of Latin
American education has been uneven
in the way it has reached the people:
combined in the sense that it has in-
cluded discursive fragments derived
from other cultures, from differing
educational approaches to schooling,
and from other stages of technological
development; and asynchronic in the
sense that its rate of development has
differed in each country, region, and
social sector.

The political, social, and cultural
specifics of each society were very im-
portant in shaping the kind of “articula-
tion™ produced between the discourse
of public school and that of popular

education. An example is evident in
the political-cultural differences result-
ing from the “collision™ between the
indigenous population and public
schooling in Mexico, and that between
immigrants and public schooling in
Argentina.

In Latin America, the classic tasks
of ideological transmission and enforc-
ing the dominant “habitus”™ (Bourdieu
and Passeron, 1977) were achieved in
the context of deep inequalitics. The
school enacted simultaneously its uni-
fying function and that of creating and
maintaining distinction. These mecha-
nisms are not, of course, the exclusive
heritage of Latin American education
systems, but are typical rather of the
founding model of school systems.

Peter: How has Freire’s work shed light
on these dilemmas?

Adriana: Achieving unification and
distinction together (articulating two
seemingly contradictory functions)
necessarily requires exercising hegem-
ony; that is, it involves removing some
differences and consolidating others,
linking everything into a central
system. One of the main differences
between central and peripheral school
systems is the weakness of the hegem-
onic function among the latter—which
subverts  the  political-pedagogical
modes of articulation in that frame-
work.

Pboto 1. Adriana Puiggros (left) and Peter Mclaren (right) dialogue about the work of Paulo Freire in
Latin America. At one point Puiggros was driven Srom Argentina by the Perin Junta. She completed ber
doctoral work in Mexico.
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Consequently, when we refer to the
“combined™ character of education
systems in Latin America. it must be
remembered that this term does not
imply a complimentary exchange be-
tween forms that are culturally dif-
ferent but politically equal, but rather,
an exchange that involves dominance
and antagonism. As we will see
shortly, the antagonism within the
pedagogic relationship was one of the
most salient ideas in Paulo Freire's
pedagogical critique.

Peter: In what ways is the inequality of
the pedagogic relationship manifest in
Latin America?

Adriana: The “combined” character of
Latin American education systems re-
flects deep rifts in the social and cul-
tural fabric. These appear like imprints
in the system.

Peter: Give us an example.

Adriana: One that especially stands
out among them is the “gap™ between
the school habhitus and the habitus of
those educated within other pedagog-
ical forms (such as within the family,
in matched/pair groups, in ethno-
linguistic groups, etc.). The high level
of scholastic failure, in terms of both
understanding and school retention,
among a large part of the Latin Ameri-
can people shows that certain sectors
of the society have not been “suffi-
ciently integrated™ into the hegemonic
system.

Even so. school systems have at-
tained a very important place in all of
Latin America. They have come to
comprise the legal education system,
and in many countries reach a very
high proportion of the population.
Their development depended on a
range of conditions being met.

Peter: Suchas . . . .

Adriana: The most notable were:

® the existence of projects to build
Nation-States. directed by social
sectors having the potential to es-
tablish a hegemony

® bases for achieving the demand for
mass conformity in the face of a
project of national integration
within a social order grounded in
inequalities and differences: that is,
to establish social accords, implicit
or explicit, formal or informal,
among “directors” and “directed”

e establishing the belief that the
school system is able to promote
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movements within the society such
as social mobility, morality and
“recovery”™ or “redemption,” and
€conomic progress

¢ faith that agreements can be
reached across generations such
that projects can build from genera-
tion to generation

e agreement among the key social
subjects (or forces/players) that
there is a need for the state to play
a formative role, that the periphery
is moving toward development, and
that the modern education system is
also moving in that direction
(Amin, 1989, p. 34)

o the existence of a dominant culture
able to penetrate deeply into the
rest of the cultures; a culture
that expresses itself pedagogically
through a habirtus capable of
transcending the gap that separates
it from the habitus of these other
cultures and imposing itself upon
them (Bourdieu and Passeron,
1977, p. 113)

The incomplete, unequal, and unjust
development of Latin American soci-
eties and the unfinished nature of the
nations themselves did not impede the
spread and growth of school systems,
in that some of these necessary condi-
tions could nonetheless be met. The
ways in which and extent to which con-
ditions were met—in different combi-
nations and degrees—gave rise, pre-
cisely, to different educational
processes and pedagogical discourses
among the various Latin American
countries.

The differences can be ordered
along a spectrum. At one end, we
could locate those countries where a
hegemonic modern pedagogical dis-
course existed which defeated other
discourses, subordinating them to its
logic and incorporating their elements.
At the other end would be those coun-
tries where a modern pedagogical dis-
course could not fracture and articulate
the “hard core” of other cultures and
thus establish a dominant relationship
over them. Everywhere, however, ves-
tiges of colonialism remain encap-
sulated in Latin American education.
They were never completely expunged
from the hegemonic orders that pro-
ceeded to be built in each country after
the formal creation of nation-states.

In those countries where the bour-
geoisie effected a more elaborate de-

velopment of the state, a more di-
versified  economy and a more
comprehensive education system, the
project of creating a nation-state took
on a symbolic presence that was more
diffused and better sustained than in
other countries, although it remained
incomplete in all of them. In general,
the Latin American bourgeoisie is
characterised by shortcomings in na-
tional and social consciousness and a
structured dependent character. There
are exceptions in those “national bour-
geoisies” who participated in moments
of the rise of popular nationalism, es-
pecially in Mexico. But for a century
the pedagogical discourse of public
schooling had fundamental ideological
effects. It helped forge the idea of
the Nation—albeit a dependent na-
tion—within the collective imagination
of large sectors of the urban population
and, in some cases, among rural sec-
tors as well.

I have been arguing in support of the
view that situations of internal cultural
colonialism, typical of Latin America,
are not created independently of na-
tional school systems. Rather, they are
a function of the failure of those very
school systems, insofar as they consti-
tute a large part of their being resistant
to penetration by modern pedagogical
discourses.

In Brazil, constituting public educa-
tion had been a late development. De-
spite this, by the time Freire was build-
ing his educational position at the start
of the 1960s, there already existed a
school system of the type associated
with nation-states —although deep cul-
tural rifts remained and large segments
of the population were not attending
school. Paulo Freire was director of
the Department of Education and Cul-
ture of the SESI (Industrial Social
Service) in Pernanbuco between 1946
and 1954, during the popular nation-
alist government of Getulio Vargas.
Hence, Freire's early work comprised
part of a program aimed at extending a
hegemony of modern culture. That
government had begun, around 1930, a
process of building a national State via
a strategy of articulating discursive
fragments derived from diverse social
and political “subjects™ (Laclau, 1978).
In 1947, Vargas implemented the Youth
and Adult Education Campaign. This
operated until 1954 (the year of Vargas'
suicide), and prompted an important
social mobilisation process. At that

time, public instruction was aimed at
rural scctors as well as at technical-
industrial training of mass workers.
The differences between the popular
nationalist regime in Brazil from 1930
to 1945 and the popular nationalism
occurring during the same period in
Argentina (Peronism) can explain the
different paths taken by liberation
pedagogy in the two countries. The
sheer range of contradictions evident
in Brazil (a combination of regional,
racial, ethnic, cultural, and socio-
economic differences) resulted in a
smaller political-cultural concentration
to that in Argentina. There, as we will
shortly see, Peronism acted upon a
society that had been undergoing a
process of cultural, political, and lin-
guistic integration for decades. Amid
the web of cultural relations in Brazil-
ian society, colonialist enclaves per-
sisted strongly. In Argentina, by con-
trast, they had all but disappeared.
Between 1945 and 1955, the popular
masses had gone through a profound
process of cultural homogenisation.
Let me, finally, draw a conceptual
distinction. The pedagogic discourse
of the colonist tries to fill the minds
of its recipients with another culture.
It functions, however, as an external
element which—according to Freirean
thought—can be eradicated if the re-
cipient becomes “conscientized” to the
invasion he or she suffers. By contrast,
hegemonic pedagogic discourse needs
to break up (fragment) the recipient
educatee’s culture and establish multi-
ple bonds with the fragments. Many
educatees participate in the schemes of
dominant pedagogical discourse in a
resigned and subordinated manner.

Peter: What do you see as the main
contributions Freire has made to
education specific to Argentina?

Adriana: The fact that Freire’s work
encountered such difficulties in com-
ing to influence Argentine education is
really symptomatic of two things.
First, Freirean discourse was not yet a
pedagogical theory but existed rather
as a series of ideas that were highly
corrosive and had not transcended an
identity as highly effective political-
pedagogic strategies tied to a specific
locale and historical moment. Second,
it was evident that these ideas con-
tained enormous potential for effecting
a crisis within modern pedagogy: a
pedagogy whose central axes are the
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banking relationship; belief in the im-
portance of the positions of educator
and educated; recourse to a logic of
similarity, identity, and homogeneity
for building educational discourse; and
the myth of the separation between
education and politics. Putting libera-
tion pedagogy into practice cast doubts
over a pedagogy that had been hegem-
onic for a century—despite the fact that
some of its theoretical trappings, such
as the overgeneralized use of the term
“colonialism,” were impediments to
liberation pedagogy spreading through
more modern Latin American soci-
eties.

Take the case of Argentina. There,
from the beginning of the struggle for
independence from Spain (1810) to the
fall of Peron’s second government, cer-
tain bourgeois sectors displayed pro-
gressive and industrial intentions, sup-
porting these with corresponding
education programs. But they were
always overruled by projects stressing
the export of agrarian commodities
and the import of manufactured and
capital goods: projects which were
speculative and generated external
debt. On the other hand, national
education projects centered on popular
demands for cultural transmission have
always been linked to attempts to
achieve a national economy that is
relatively self-centered. The best ex-
amples of this came from the first
Peronist governments  (1945-1955:
1973-1976). The failure of those pro-
posals in the hands of the old school
system was an aspect of the failure of
popular nationalist states in their at-
tempts to overcome the old social
model [viz., colonial or neo-colonial
dependence and subordination. Ed.]

Let’s look briefly at the origins of
Argentina’s school system. In the
1880s, the first pillars of educational
legislation were put in place. From
then until 1910, various struggles
emerged between different educational
projects. These culminated in the es-
tablishment of a “habitus,” curriculum
(explicit and hidden), and hegemonic
rituals under the direction of political-
pedagogues whom we will call “nor-
malizers.” They espouscd a view of
education linked to a “vision” of an ag-
ricultural exporting country that was
culturally and politically limited,
rather than to the vision of an indus-
trialized progressive country dreamed
by the 1837 generation (whose main

representative was Domingo F. Sar-
miento, a strong admirer of Horace
Mann), and a good proportion of
Argentina’s delegates who attended the
South American Pedagogical Congress
in Buenos Aires at the end of 1882.

In 1910 —as expressed in the words
of José Maria Ramos Mejia, president
of the National Council of Education,
in 1908 —it was a common belief in the
corpus of Argentine society that:

The power of the State to keep the peo-
ple on the right road, and at the same
time to maintain its own unity and
strength, resides, as I have said in the
first place, in the school. (Ramos
Mejia, 1910)

A few years earlier, in 1905, Law
No. 4874, as proposed by Senator
Manuel Lainez, had been decreed.
That law amended Law No. 1420
(from 1884), which dealt with free and
compulsory common education in
terms of the national government’s re-
sponsibilities for provincial primary
education. The policies of cutting back
and of strengthened federalism that
came with Law 1420 were replaced by
others through which central—and
real —power took in hand the inability
of the provinces to contribute to educa-
tional provision, and at the same time
brought within its compass the basis of
a national education system. The deci-
sion to centralize came from a polit-
ical-pedagogical conviction: the peo-
ple must be kept on the right track.
There were several grounds for this,
according to someone as representative
of oligarchic thought as Ramos Mejia.
The most important, however, was the
“deeply felt need” that “impels us to
open the doors of our country to any-
one in the world who wants to inhabit
Argentinean soil . but whose
“moral consequence has not delayed in
making itself felt.”

For “establishment™ intellectuals,
achieving national unity was a pressing
need. This, they felt, was threatened by
ideological and cultural plurality. It
was argued that differences along these
lines were the cause of the bad political
and social behaviour of new inhabi-
tants in the central Argentine cities.
The State was an indispensable means
to carrying out actions tending to limit,
keep on track, and subject immigrants
to the rules of the game as established
by the oligarchy. The latter had called
for European migration to deal with
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the problem of underpopulation of the
national territory. The source of oligar-
chic riches was not dependent, how-
ever, upon a workforce or technical ad-
vances, but rather upon the easy rents
coming from extensive exploitation of
the land. Thus, Argentina received its
immigrants in a very different way
from the United States. In Argentina,
those getting off the ships found them-
selves facing a closed economic sys-
tem, where almost all of land owner-
ship was in very large “latifundios™
(landholdings) and where industrial
development was limited. Immigration
was accepted by the Argentine ruling
classes as an unfortunate necessity, as
an unpleasant and dangerous remedy
for “natural ills”—namely, large ex-
panses of land that were not exploited,
but which its owners, paradoxically,
were unwilling to divide up. as well as
underpopulation and the mestizo char-
acteristics of the population. The
oligarchy saw integrating immigrants
as a political-pedagogic matter. For
this reason, they created laws to
repress the political and union activity
of migrants, and charged public
schooling with reaching every corner
of the nation to impose the culture of
the oligarchic state.

At the same time, however, from the
end of the 19th century, the dominant
trend among immigrants was toward
integration. Almost all the Spanish.
most ltalians, and great portions of
other immigrant groups [though possi-
bly not the English] preferred to send
their children to public school, even if
this risked losing their language, cus-
toms and traditions. Immigrants shared
with the Argentine oligarchy the belief
in a myth: national unity was possible
only through socio-cultural homogene-
ity. Argentinean society as a whole was
unable to conceive of national unity as
a product of the articulation of differ-
ences, preferring to be accomplices to
educational strategies that tended
toward concealment, censure or elimi-
nation of these differences.

The complementarity between gov-
ernment and civil society was very im-
portant in implanting public education;
enough to meet the tasks of basic pri-
mary education necessary in a country
to which tens of thousands of illiterate
people were migrating—many of them
not Spanish speakers. The compulsory
requirement of education had to be
assured in many ways. Instruction was
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provided on the ships that brought the
European migrants. In port and in the
immigrants’ hotels, signs were posted
stating the current rules and obliga-
tions concerning public education,
along with the penalties for not observ-
ing them.

Within civil society, various other
means of educating evolved which
complemented public schooling. First,
there were popular educational socie-
ties and popular libraries belonging to
groups of Italians, Spanish, Germans
and others, as well as attached to
guilds, neighbourhoods, progressive
political groups, and so on. Their role
was one of augmenting public educa-
tion, .with the exception of those under
an anarchist banner which, at least on
account of their philosophy, were an-
tagonistic to the state. Popular educa-
tional societies covered the gamut of
educational demands which the state
system failed to meet or, rather, that
the bureaucracy with its “normalizing”
mentality did not identify as short-
comings: for example, women’s educa-
tion, training of workers, and the
education of truants or dropouts and il-
literate individuals. When associated
with political groups, typically the
Socialist party or anarchist groups,
popular education societies provided
ideological-political knowledge. In
other cases, they linked with schools,
supporting their teaching activities and
carrying out complementary tasks in-
side and outside the schools. The
raison d'etre of the popular education
societies was essentially to integrate
with the public schools, functioning as
support groups. They never comprised
a parallel education system.

No Argentine government (conser-
vative, popular nationalist, or develop-
ment oriented) doubted its obligation
to ensure the fulfillment of compulsory
schooling until the advent of neocon-
servatism from the mid 1970s. From
the beginning of the century, publicity
and social pressure were used to
coerce parents to send their children to
school. A structure of school agents
motivated parents who were either
t!cglectful or ignorant of their obliga-
tion to send their children to school.
They assumed the model of North
American “truant officers,” Scottish

. “compulsory officers” and English “at-

tendance officers” (whose reports were
observed by Marx in Capital in refer-

. ence to the exploitation of child labor).

Obscrvation of the law regarding child
and female labor was policed through
inspection of all workshops and fac-
tories by the “Bureau of Compulsory
Schooling and Penalties™ (“Oficina de
Obligacion Escolar y Multas™). Popu-
lar education socicties also played an
important role in motivating parents to
send their children to public school
which was not only a medium for the
political and cultural subjugation of
immigrants, but also a site of relation-
ship between State and civil society.

The demands of the newly emerging
working and middle classes, out-
growths partly of external and partly of
internal migration, as well as antago-
nism between the port of Buenos Aires
(the center of power) and the interior
of the country, were determining fac-
tors in the decision to centralize educa-
tional power in the nation state. The
political-educational concentration (of
power) was consolidated during the
first half of the century. Administration
of the system fell on central organisms.
Decision-making mechanisms were
vertical. Local, regional, and provin-
cial structures had their power stripped
away. Educational organizations of
civil society, especially the popular
education societies, lost their real
power. Rigid norms were established
for the teaching profession. Private
school activity for monetary gain was
subordinated to the national govern-
ment.

Law 1420 of 1884 had imposed a
secular form of state education which
was a bastion of the oligarchy and
liberal sectors during the period of
mass migration. However, in coming
to power through elections, the
popular-nationalist  government  of
Hipolito Yrigoyen (1916-22) cast doubt
on the infallibility of government and
public schooling in being able to
guarantee political-cultural  imposi-
tion. Nearing the 1930s, Argentina’s
Catholic Church, among the most con-
servative in Latin America, had gained
ground, and was imposing obligatory
instruction in the Catholic religion in
all public (state) schools.

The significance of that development
can be seen in relation to the process of
ritualization. At the beginning of the
century, secular and nationalist rituals
were established within the school
system. A large part of civil society
participated spontaneously in these
rituals. The Nation, its symbols and
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heroes were venerated in public and
private spaces. The day-to-day running
of the school was influenced by secular
symbols and practices like the use of
the flag, the coat of arms, the national
anthem and other patriotic songs; reg-
ulating behaviour (lining up, standing
up in the presence of an adult, not
speaking without permission, greeting
an adult in chorus, standing to listen to
the national anthem, following conven-
tions in covering exercise books and
setting out correctly the title page,
margins and illustrations, and begin-
ning each page correctly); the choice
of pictures and other objects to
decorate the classroom; and school
functions. As you, Peter, have
observed in your book, Schooling as a
Ritual Performance, school rituals are
a substitution for religious rituals,
where what is substituted or displaced
is subordinated. That subordination
has political significance.
Nationalism and secularism, how-
ever, were tactical rather than ideologi-
cal positions within the political cul-
ture of the Argentine oligarchy. The
oligarchy never seriously intended to
subordinate the church, and never al-
lowed its legal separation from the
state; in fact, it is still part of the state.
At the start of 1940, the Argentine
government attained an ideal balance
between the state, the Nation, the
church, and the interests of class
education. Patriotic rituals were not
actually substituted but, rather, had
religious rituals added to them, such
that symbols relating to public and
secular school coexisted along with

Pboto 2. Pboto of Paulu Freire by Tom Alleman
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. images from the calendar of saints'
days.

In 1946, General Juan Peron took
power through popular elections, the
first non-fraudulent elections since
1916. Peron’s government made an
agreement with the church, and reli-
gious studies continued to be taught in
all public schools. However, a third
kind of rituval was introduced and
superimposed on the two former types:
namely, the ritual of popular national-
ism.

Peter: [ am interested in the
phenomena of Peronism, especially
after attending a seminar which you
gave on the myth of Peronism in
Buenos Aires in the summer of 1992.
Can you expand on this?

Adriana: In a strategy typical of
Latin American popular nationalism,
the Peronist government assumed care
of educational needs which tradition-
ally had been catered for by popular
education societies or had otherwise
been left unmet. Examples include
education of the working class,
women, adults, and the general
democratization of access to all forms
of primary and intermediate schooling
(a consequence of the improving
economic -~ and social status of
workers). The positive response of the
government toward meeting these
needs was a “promissory” act, since in
a dependent underdeveloped country
with a weak civil society, the govern-
ment is the only organ with the capac-
ity to provide for mass education.

At the same time, it is necessary to
appreciate that the popular nationalist
state tends to take control of society’s
entire educational processes, appropri-
ating the pedagogical elements present
in social, political and cultural dis-
course, public and private alike. In the
case of Peronism, state discourse
reached into all homes by various
means such as party militants, public
schools, and through direct communi-
cation between the popular president-
leader and the working masses at
meetings in the public squares, which
had been turned into important po-
litical-pedagogical sites. Government
plans took on many different guises in
order to reach all Argentineans. One
could say, to use a phrase from Argen-
tinean author Julio Cortazar, that fol-
lowing Peronism “there are no more
desert islands” in Argentina.

In order to turn this brief history
toward cxplaining the difficulties
Freire's ideas met in finding accep-
tance by Argentinean educationists in
the 1960s and 1970s, it must be stressed
that the model of popular nationalist
education was geared basically to
building up The Nation on the basis of
a new subject, what Laclau (1978) calls
the people as subject. This project in-
volved the articulation of many discur-
sive fragments coming from diverse
popular sectors and media (e.g.,
women, children, the elderly, working
class youth, etc.) into a national dis-
course which would promote indepen-
dent capitalist development. This was
undertaken in greater depth than had
been attempted by the earlier govern-
ment of Hipolito Yrigoyen between
1916 and 1922. At the same time, how-
ever, fulfilling that end required a large
measure of symbolic violence, that is,
establishing a “banking™ model as the
organizational norm of political-educa-
tional processes. This coercive ele-
ment gradually took over the whole of
Peronist pedagogical discourse, bring-
ing about a separation of the base from
the political leaders/directors. But we
must point out that this coercion was
possible only through the consensus of
the entire socio-economic stratum that
benefited from the regime's policies,
and which still adhered—as did the
opposition also—to the theory that po-
litical pedagogical homogeneity [uni-
formity] is the only way for an inde-
pendent nation to consolidate and for
that same group to be elevated as a
“power bloc.”

After Peronism was ousted by the
military coup of 1955, liberal Catholi-
cism began a campaign against state
education and in favour of subsidies to
private schools. The state began to put
schemes in place intended to free it
from educational forms designed for
the popular sectors and to limit official
response to educational needs-—with

the exception of basic or primary"

education. Civil society did not have
popular institutions capable of generat-
ing new democratic alternatives. The
experiences under Peronism rekindled
in the dominant bloc a mistrust of the
state and a preference for their own
education system, without, however,
removing their demands that this same
state should subsidize the greater part
of private education. This demand for
subsidies to private schooling had a
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dual function: it strengthened the clite
education system and weakened the
public education system.

The equation pushed by the domi-
nant bloc between 1955 and the mid
1980s was as follows:

® Basic (primary) education was to be
generalized from the public school
system, but with a Catholic orienta-
tion, and met from the smallest pos-
sible investment.

e From the intermediate level up
there should be a strong selection
mechanism and the public should
be encouraged into the private
system.

e A private school system comprising
both secular and religious institu-
tions would exist, subsidized by the
state. and would be highly profita-
ble for investors.

As is evident from all this. during
the late 1960s and early 1970s. the time
that Freire's work was becoming
known. Argentina was not ripe for
tackling the matters Freire was ad-
dressing. The literacy rate was equal to
that of developed countries; almost the
entire population had been to school
long enough to have absorbed the in-
fluence of school patriotism: the news-
papers. radio and national cinema
reached to the furthest corners of the
country. But above all. a comprehen-
sive process of articulation had taken
place in the great national political-
cultural discourses. an articulation of
the differences that simultaneously
divided and ordered society.

Here. then. there is a difference by
comparison with the situation in Bra-
zil. In Brazil. despite the wide reach
of public schooling. “trabalhismo™
["workerism™)—a movement led by
Getulio Vargas—did not comprise all-
embracing  [totalizing]  social  dis-
courses. Rather. it promoted modern-
ization of Brazil without fracturing or
rearticulating the many discourses

- peculiar to the diverse groups within

the country, such as ethnic. religious.
cultural, ritualistic. social. and re-
gional groupings. In Argentina. on the
other hand. the modernization brought
about by Peronism depended on a pro-
cess of subordinating. adjusting. and
fitting together all political-cultural
differences. Public education has
played a leading role in this process
since the turn of the century.

A hypothesis could be proposed here




that Freire's ideas on literacy (which in
fact comprise a political-cultural strat-
egy) would be especially applicable in
a society where modern pedagogical
discourse has not developed suffi-
ciently to be able to incorporate the
educational-cultural “production” of all
sectors within a single hegemony. This
hypothesis is supported by recent
events in Argentina. Precisely when
the activities of the last military dicta-
torship (1976-83) and of Saul Menem's
neo-conservative government managed
to fracture the school system, impor-
tant educational experiments among
the popular sectors based strongly on
Freire’s methodology began to surface.
At the moment, Argentina is closer to
Brazilian society than to English, Ital-
ian, or French society which, for a
century, were the mirrors reflecting it.

Peter: How has Freire’s work woven
itself into your various projects over
the years?

Adriana: I met Paulo Freire in Buenos
Aires in 1974. At that time (1973-76),
Peron was in power for the third time,

i having won the elections after eighteen
years of exile. But by now Peronism
was highly fragmented internally and

L the discourse, which in earlier times

had been able to articulate needs and
demands from very diverse social
levels, was now split into tendencies
which could even be mutually antago-
nistic. The university was governed by
the more radical Peronist groups, the
so-called Peronist left, which had been
infiltrated by liberation pedagogy. I
was Dean of the Arts, Faculty of the
University of Buenos Aires. The Min-
istry of Education had invited Freire to
give a seminar to a group of Ministry
and University leaders. From the Arts
Faculty, we had asked him to supervise
reforms we were carrying out within
the Department and the Institute
of Research in Educational Science
which belonged to the Faculty. Freire
was very interested in our work which,
as one of its key pivots, called for a
change in the power relations between
educators and educatees, and for link-
_ ing teaching and research with a na-
tional popular-democratic project.
Freire insisted, however, that it was
necessary to take into account the
political and cultural conditions in
which these reforms were taking place.
At the end of his visit, a colleague and
talked with him through an entire

night. I recall Freire being very con-
cerned about the situation in Argen-
tina, especially about the experiments
in participation he had scen in the area
of adult education within the Ministry
of Education and at the university.
He was impressed by the enormous
student/teacher mobilization which ac-
companied and propelled the univer-
sity reforms. We were very enthusi-
astic, as everyone is who finds
themselves in the midst of those rare
moments of political-cultural creativ-
ity. Like those who are privileged to
participate in the fleeting materializa-
tions of a Utopia, we did not under-
stand that the time span for innovative
production is always very short, and
we thought we had conquered the
universe—just like Paulo himself in
1963 during the popular national
government of Joao Goulart, when he
established his first dialogues with the
“campesinos” [peasants] of Rio Grande
do Norte. He had hundreds of campe-
sinos learning to read and write, pro-
pelled by the dialogic relationship and
the advance of a progressive wave in
Brazil. However, by the time he visited
Argentina, Paulo Freire had been in
prison, and was living in exile. He had
suffered the pain of running up against
the limits, of realizing that deep
changes are only produced convul-
sively in a society, asynchronically. He
was aware that there would never be a
single “great day of Resurrection or
Liberation” in Latin American socie-
ties, and that there was still much work
to be done. He also knew that between
the fancy of intellectuals and the needs
of the people, there are very serious
rifts and irretrievable differences. It
was probably for these reasons that he
talked to us all that night sharing his
perception of the imminent end to our
experiments. These are deep reforms,
he said to us, and this degree of depth
cannot be tolerated by the conservative
social sectors: the bureaucrats, the
people within and outside the govern-
ment who are opposed to the transfor-
mation of this society.

I recall arguing with him until dawn,
maintaining that we could still go
ahead. I also recall the memo I sent
him two months later from my own ex-
ile in Mexico. It said: “Paulo, you were
right.” The Executive Power intervened
in the National Universities and these
were occupied by the army. The in-
spector of the Faculty of Arts, Father

Sanchez Abelenda, a Very conservative
Catholic priest, went through all the
classrooms in several faculties of the
University of Buenos Aires carrying
an olive branch in his hand and exor-
cizing “the evil spirits of Freud, Marx
and Piaget.” Many of the university
leaders—and many political and trade
union leaders—suffered fascist at-
tempts on their lives; these were the
first steps in preparing for installing
the military dictatorship in March
1976.

I saw Freire again on a few occa-
sions and continued to learn much
from him: one always learns when
talking to Paulo. I was also concerned
during those years about the harass-
ment he endured from the left in Latin
America, and particularly the left in
Brazil. They were trying to imprison
him inside his conceptual parameters
and that was very hard. They dis-
counted Freire’s contributions because
the categories he used did not belong
to the Marxist world. A centerpiece of
this dispute was his use of the category
“pueblo” [people], the complexity of
which could not be grasped by the tra-
ditional left.

Peter: The traditional left here has
also been inhospitable to those of us
who have tried to bring new categories
and frameworks of analysis into the
political project of educational and
social transformation.

Adriana: [ think that reduction has
been one of the most salient mecha-
nisms of discourse building among the
traditional left. They confined his-
torical-social processes to categories
given in a matrix that actually followed
a positivist logic, although it was
couched in Marxist terminology. The
category “social class™ was the only
one accepted as a true theoretical mode
for classifying the population, as the
only valid dimension of social differen-
tiation.

The category “pueblo” is very im-
portant in Freire’s conceptual universe,
precisely because it allows complex
social, cultural and political subjects to
be included, subjects that don't always
coincide in Latin America. This com-
plexity is incompatible with the sim-
plicity demanded by “social class” as a
category, which implies the existence
of some socio-economically homo-
genous sector of the population that ex-
ists in opposition to another. Such
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homogeneity [uniformity] implies that
only elements falling within a narrow
spectrum will be admitted under a par-
ticular class grouping, but at the same
time it hints at continuiry between ide-
ology, politics and socio-economic or-
ganization within society. That is, con-
sciousness is a reflex of structure.

So far as Freire’s discourse in the
1960s and, especially the 1970, is con-
cerned, there were important concep-
tual differences from Marxism. The
basic category for socio-pedagogic
analysis, “pueblo,” is wider in Freire's
thought than social class. It does not
exclude class, but allows for identify-
ing subjects that are the outcome of
multiple articulations between discon-
tinuous elements. The main character-
istic of “pueblo” is that it is a theoreti-
cal semi-structured space which allows
specific articulation between subjects
to be recognized. In Freire's work,
“pueblo” is used without giving it a
conceptual definition. One could say it
is used intuitively, and is derived from
the personalism of the French philoso-
pher Emanuel Mournier, from Jacques
Maritain, from Gabriel Marcel and the
Brazilian Tristao de Ataide. These had
influenced Freire's work. The most im-
portant feature is that “pueblo” acts as
an operator, allowing words that are
“contained” in the dispossessed to burst
into pedagogical discourse.

The generative word is an expres-
sion of a subject in literacy work, not
of an object. Therefore, Freire con-
ceives the very process of literacy as a
process of building up discourse, a
process of articulating differences
rather than an imposition by the colo-
nizer of a closed discourse upon
another discourse. The education pro-
cess, for Freire, becomes legitimate
through being a space where new Sub-
jects can emerge.

Conversely, indoctrination not only
makes people adapt to the reality in
which they live, but also hides that
reality from them and makes them in-
capable of emerging from it and being
able to change it. “Pueblo” is a concep-
tual element within pedagogical dis-
course that permits the object to
emerge as a Subject, within a process
where Freire conceives the educator as
more than a mere reproducer of domi-
nant ideology and gives her/him the
flexibility to engage in cultural inter-
change with the educatee.

A decade after the appearance of

Freire’s first books, another Latin
American author, the Argentinean his-
torian and political scientist, Ernesto
Laclau, undertook important rescarch
into popular nationalisms. In his work,
Laclau recovers the richness of the cat-
egory “pueblo,” and explains popular
nationalisms as discursive formations
whose central axis is the special articu-
lation between the categories “Pueblo”
and “Nation,” according to the specific
features of the historical-social condi-
tion in each case that arises.

Returning to the question, it was
particularly important for me to read
Freire again, in the late 1980s when I
was in Mexico, in the light of Laclau’s
deconstruction of the categories of
people and nation, noting that Laclau
had not met them via Freire’s peda-
gogy, but rather as a result of the im-
pact that popular national discourses
had made on his Marxist roots. Be-
cause of my dual position as a Latin
American pedagogue/educationist and
an intellectual whose political life
story was similar to Laclau’s, both
authors were of great importance to
me.

Peter: What do you see as the general
strengths and weakness of Freires
work, particularly as it relates to your
own?

Adriana: I think Freire offers us ele-
ments that enable us to break with
modern pedagogical discourse. He
constructs a new set of pedagogical im-
ages. | have noted earlier that during
the 1960s, Freire's developments were
still linked to the political-social condi-
tions within which they were pro-
duced. Freire himself said in Educa-
tion: The Practice of Freedom that
Brazil was living through the transition
from one epoch to another, and that it
was not possible for the educator to
detach her’himself from the new “cul-
tural climate” that was emerging (1972:
47). But when Freire, from his exile,
together with educators he had in-
fluenced, tried to bring liberation
pedagogy into general use, they met
serious problems of an epistemological
and political nature. This is the stage
we are at. | believe Freire's discourse
has enormous potential because it
probed the limits of modern pedagogy.
Now we have to deepen and develop it
conceptually, moving it from the imag-
inary plane to a symbolic plane.
Theorizing can also be helpful in using
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Freire’s pedagogy to frame political-
pedagogical strategies. Failure to pur-
sue its theoretical development and its
engagement and articulation with other
theories could be dangerous for
Freire's theory. It would result in his
theory being appropriated, and his ex-
perience being transferred without ef-
fecting the required theoretical-
methodological changes. Conversely,
greater theoretical development will
clarify the unassailable gap that pres-
ently exists between theory and prac-
tice, revealing that it is precisely in
acknowledging existing divisions be-
tween these two “registers™ that a ma-
jor advance in constructing new peda-
gogies is to be found.

“Practicism™ has been one of the key
characteristics among many groups of
educators who claim to be following
Freire. The reckless unreflective use of
his ideas as if they were tactics rather
than ideas capable of becoming con-
structs has had unfortunate political
and pedagogical consequences for
Latin American education. I'm coming
increasingly to believe that in order to
implement practice successfully, there
is nothing better than a sound theory.

Peter: “Practicism” exists here, t00, es-
pecially among those who deride
theory and pride themselves on being
‘activists,” and it has had a debilitating
effect not only on the potential for
Freires work to effect change in the
North American context, but on the
abiliry of students and teachers to con-
front the harsh realities associated
with post-modern culiure and new
global forms of capialism.

Adriana: Let me briefly discuss the
deep fracture I believe Freire has
forced in the history of modern Latin
American pedagogy. Various axes
stand out as supporting the theoretical
structure of Latin American pedago-
gical thought, and which Freire has
called into question. I will look at
three of these here.

a. The educator (it could be the
teacher, the Party, the state, adults,
humanity, the Anglo-Saxon culture,
mass culture as directed by TV . . )
and the educated (the student at
school, the son or daughter, the ac-
tivist, the citizen, etc.) are positions
that essentially relate to the subjects
filling them. In his third thesis on
Feuerbach, Marx points out that the
educator too must be educated. In




this, Marx undertakes a critique
that does not deal with the subordi-
nate position of the educated with
respect to the educator, but rather
to the class identity of the educator
and the contents of her/his culture.
Freire advances further in stating
that the positions of educator and
educatee are not givens. They are,
in fact, positions that are consti-
tuted historically and politically
and are interchangeable. The edu-
cator can be the educatee and vice
versa. These are the conditions that
make dialogical education possible,
and also that defeat reproduction
theory.

In the light of Freire's argument,
reproductivist critique (reproduc-
tion theory) is shown clearly to be a
circular way of thinking, an in-
ternalized expression of modern
pedagogy itself (Puiggros, 1984;
1986: 1991). It does not recognize
education as a site of struggle or
modern pedagogy as the outcome
of articulation between the different
forces that feature in the battle for
hegemony. Reproduction theory
posits education as a mechanism
for reproducing dominant ideology,
and in so doing it freezes the educa-
tor and educatee within theory in
positions that necessarily corre-
spond to dominant class/dominated
class. When Freire posits the inter-
changeability of the educator/
educatee positions, he unfreezes the
theorizing of this situation, allow-
ing each term in this educational
relationship to be recognized as a
subject formed by multiple distin-
guishing features. These subjects
grow inside pedagogical discourse:
it is within the process of discursive
production that the educator/edu-
catee relationship is created. Con-
sequently, that relation has specific-
ity; it is educational.

The specific character of the
pedagogical relationship is rejected
when Freire analyzes the domi-
nator/dominated  relationship in
the cultural register, rather than
as a mere reflex of dominance re-
lations that exist in other planes
of social life. The political aspects

me internal elements of the
pedagogical relation, rather than
fixed and eternal as posed by func-
tlpnalism. It is a quasi-Foucaul-
dian perspective where a “micro-

physics™ of educational power can

be glimpsed.

b. Within modern pedagogy the pre-
condition for the existence of the
educator is preciscly the existence
of an empty subject, the educatee,
who lacks knowledge, has no form,
but needs to be encultured, formed,
“subjected.” That is, the basis of the
pedagogical relationship is the ac-
ceptance of a lack of knowledge in
the one and possession of knowl-
edge in the other. Once this is es-
tablished as legitimate, the peda-
gogical relationship is shaped by a
relational bond of political domina-
tion. This emerges as a contradic-
tion that could be permanent if con-
ceived outside the context of
struggle for hegemony: each gener-
ation would receive the same cul-
tural legacy from the previous one;
nothing would change; there would
be no history; education, defined as
a process of “subjection” of the in-
dividual to the culture, would be
entirely possible.

However, social conflict cuts
across the pedagogical relationship
thus conceived and history shows,
fortunately, that colonizing moves
by educators who take learners to
be a “tabula rasa” are seldom suc-
cessful. This view can be supported
by using arguments from reproduc-
tion theory, but using them in a dif-
ferent sense, thus:
® One of the myths of modern

pedagogy, but not a necessary
condition for the education rela-
tion. is that the educator pos-
sesses the whole culture and the
educatee is devoid of discourse,
so that the roles can be played
and the education scenario real-
ized.

e If. as Bourdicu suggests. the
educator transmits an arbitrary
cultural element (only a segment
and not the whole culture) and
the educatees are exposed to
countless educators, as happens
in modern society, then cultural
arbitrariness ensures the im-
possibility of totalizing all the
discourses; producing facsimiles
or clones is a matter confined to
science fiction.

c. Freire paints a picture where liter-
acy teaching is possible only so far
as the educator recognizes that the
educatee has a different culture and

is not a cultural void, and opens
herself or himself to the discourse
of the educatee. That means educa-
tion is possible only as a conse-
quence of the “incompleteness™
[lack of totality] of the educator’s
discourse, and recognition that
other discourses reside among
those being educated. Let us con-
sider two opposing positions within
modern  pedagogy: Durkheim’s
functionalism and the Marxist view
of reproductive education.

According to the first, it is possible
for each generation to transmit its cul-
ture, which is considered culture “par
excellence,” to the following genera-
tion. It is seen as necessary that sys-
tematic transmission is ensured so that
the social order is not altered. In the
latter, it is recognized that the domi-
nant class transmits its ideology to the
dominated class through education,
even though Marxist critique may re-
ject that process as being the mecha-
nism that maintains the social order.
Both are typical modern positions.
Both conceive education as no more
than a function to “homogenize™ or
“uniformize” society in the mould of
the “citizen,” and entail a theoretical-
political search for synchrony and con-
tinuity among educational, political,
socio-economic and ideological ele-
ments.

Extending Freire's position beyond
what is contained in his texts, we could
reach the view that dialogical educa-
tion, conversely, is opposed to banking
homogeneity and opens the way to en-
visaging the possibility of a pedagog-
ical discourse emerging from articula-
tion of differences. Now, it must be
recognized that when we talk of “dif-
ferences” we still presuppose in-
equality. which is an inherent condi-
tion of pedagogical relationships.
However, contrary to modern peda-
gogy, we consider that the character of
this proposed pedagogical discourse,
based as it is on dialectical antago-
nism, is the only way open to produc-
ing the new.

This last statement immediately
poses the problem of relationship with
the teacher Paulo Freire. 1 believe
Freire deserves that we, his readers,
adherents and other people he has in-
fluenced, should incorporate him criti-
cally into our work, rather than merely
imitate him, try to “apply” his ideas, or
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make him into a myth. He had the nec-
essary courage and intelligence to lay
the foundation of what you, Peter, have
called “a new democratic pedagogical
‘imaginary.”

For those pedagogues who are will-
ing to further the development of
Freirean pedagogy, a program of hard
work is currently unfolding to meet
major conceptual challenges. It is es-
sential to develop further and more
deeply the “deconstruction™ of modern
pedagogy, and to identify the routes
taken by those who have brought it to
the very edge of the abyss: people like
John Dewey, Francisco Ferrer y Guar-
dia, A. S. Neill, or the Russian revolu-
tionary pedagogues in the years before
the Soviet revolution. Within the Latin
American tradition, it involves follow-
ing tracks that start way back at the
beginning of the nineteenth century in
pursuit of popular education; a trek
undertaken by Bolivar's master, the
Venezuelan Simon Rodriguez. arriving

finally at Paulo Freire's liberation
pedagogy. This way we advance toward
building what Henry Giroux calls
“border pedagogy.” We will contribute
to a pedagogy that is capable of open-
ing up as a space where political-
cultural associations and differences
can be produced. This can be achieved
by allowing all kinds of “antagonisms™
(generational, linguistic, domestic, tra-
ditional, etc.) to be expressed, and by
offering an opportunity for them to be
resolved democratically.
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