Paolo Freire (1921 – 1997)
At first I was sceptical, but now I am a fan. Paolo Freire’s thinking and that of the Constellation are very close. Actually they are so close that the Constellation was probably influenced by Paolo Freire. The Constellation should contact people and organisations in the ‘List of projects inspired by Freire’. It would be stimulating for both parties.

Who was Paolo Freire? What were his ideas? What ideas do we have in common? How and to what extent did his ideas inspire people around the world? I try to answer these questions in the following document, and also to summarize the different perceptions and extensive discussions on challenges and applicability of his thinking. My work is based mainly on documents I found on the Internet.

Paolo Freire was a Brazilian educator, internationally recognized for his literacy method (based on key words or "generative words" identified with the learners) and his ideas against oppression. His best known work is Pedagogy of the Oppressed. Paolo Freire was born in Recife in the Northeast region in Brazil in a middle class family. The crisis of 1928 - 1932 and the death of his father in 1934 made the situation difficult for his family. He nevertheless studied law, philosophy and linguistics at the University of Recife. After graduation, he became professor of Portuguese at the college Oswaldo Cruz, where he discovered his passion for teaching and he met his wife, Elsa Oliveira who contributed much to his pedagogy. He became director of Social Service for Industry (SESI), then coordinator of a literacy program for adults in the Nordeste region, then, in 1962, nationally. He developed his ideas of social transformation, outraged by the fact that society seems content to keep workers illiterate. In 1964, after the military coup, he was convicted of illegal association, was imprisoned and exiled. He worked in Chile for four years, then six months at Harvard, before moving to Geneva where he had a consulting role in the education department of the World Council of Churches. He travelled around the world. In 1979, the Brazilian government Figueiró allowed him to return home. He was Director of Education of the City of São Paulo for two years, and he then he dedicated himself to teaching and writing until his death.

Paolo Freire considered that pedagogy is either a way to oppress people or a tool of empowerment. In what he called banking education, the student is an empty bottle that the educator fills at the expense of critical awareness that would allow the student to be "for himself" instead of "being for another". The remedy proposed by Paulo Freire is dialogue. And for him this dialogue does not happen without love for the world and for others. "It is not sentimentality, but an act of courage. The act of love is to commit oneself to the cause, the cause of their liberation. "
 Education emancipates when it consists in collectively building knowledge from the complex and changing reality. Freire gave priority to writing over reading because if you can read, you become ungovernable, but by writing you make your voice heard. Moreover, for him, awareness should be accompanied by action or it’s an illusion. "We must educate ourselves anew with an understanding of the world or with a presence in the world that places us not only in this world, but with this world and with others, and that makes us creators, not mere spectators of what happening around us”1.

The emphasis on dialogue, the conviction that ideas, knowledge and experiences should be exchanged to act together and confront thereby the complexity and the ever changing nature of reality; this is, I think, a first characteristic common to Freire and the Constellation. 

A second element is what Freire called reinvention. He didn’t believe in ready-made methods and rejected all dogmas or absolute truth. He believed in a continuous process with constant questioning. The discussions on Ning reflect that the ideas of the Constellation are in perpetual construction.

A third element is the rupture he felt was needed in the teacher-student relationship; both actors should give and receive; a difficult one for both actors since ‘the expert educator and the passive student’ model is fixed in people’s mind. The trainer, in Freire’s thinking, learns, does not teach, does not solve problems, but asks questions that promote reflection and learning
. The Freirean teacher and the Constellation facilitator face the same dilemma which is reflected in the Ning discussion opened by Laurence ‘Can a facilitator give information on HIV?’
Another element that the Constellation has in common with Freireans is the importance given to networks for knowledge exchange and action. 

At first, I thought revealing strengths was not directly part of Freire’s thinking. He proposed a method he called Problématisation or Problem-Posing Education. However, as I understand it now, what he tried to do with his ‘liberation from oppression’ is to reveal strength of people to help them make their voice heard and take action.
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 Freire’s Ideas
The following extracts summarize well I think the ideas of Freire. The article can be found at http://www.unesco.org/most/freirearticle.htm .

Action which is informed and critiqued by theory, which in turn is tested and corrected by action, was meant to preclude the possibility of dogmas being disguised as truths.
This trajectory of action-reflection-action, where the oppressed learned to discern the cause of their oppression and then proceed to change it, was evocatively referred to as 'conscientisation'. (…) Conscientisation was to be deeply human at its core, with the humanisation of social, political and economic structures as its goal.
It begins by the oppressed forming a "cultural circle" to discuss their problems. In the ensuing discussion certain words or themes are found to repeat themselves, suggesting that they have impinged deeply into the collective consciousness of the people. These are 'generative' words which have the potential to unmask the structure of oppression within a given social situation.
Freire referred to his method of education as 'liberating'. It is opposed to the 'domesticating' variety which passively transmits information and condones the situation of oppression. For Freire education is 'the practice of freedom'. 
To be part of this process implies that education is never neutral. In the process of learning one is always making choices 'for something' or 'against something'. Above all, education is transforming. It leads to higher forms of consciousness and greater clarity of action.

Paolo Freire was undoubtedly very charismatic, and many were inspired by his optimism:

“Freire's insistence on hope, on doing what is possible, on being utopian by denouncing the existing world and announcing a better one, on not giving up, was a welcomed relief and inspiration”

You will find on http://www.ukzn.ac.za/cae/pfi/index.htm (Virtual Classroom) quotes from Freire (also, see Annex1 for quotes I think are relevant for the Constellation) and a dictionary of all those terms that Freire & co made famous. Example:

Conscientization, or conscientizacao in the original Portuguese, refers to a process whereby individuals develop a greater ability think critically. The fostering of this critical consciousness, the ability to read one's world more deeply and to ask meaningful 'why' questions, is at the centre of Freire's theory of education for human liberation. Freire developed several famous methods for achieving conscientization-among these are problem-posing dialogue, codifications, and generative themes.

Freire’s Ideas around the World.
Latin America
Freire’s influence is still significant in Latin America as evidenced by the high number of organisations which declare to be inspired by him. “A huge number of cultural organizations, adult education centres, church communities and literacy circles grew up in Latin America and adopted these ideas, as well as centres specializing in promoting them and supporting grassroots experiments.”
 For R. M. Torres, linguist, educationist and social activist
, most programs and campaigns in the field of adult literacy/education during the 70s and until the mid 80s referred to Freire’s ideas. Reference to Freire has then “sensibly diminished and even disappeared” gradually replaced by “the thinking of economists.”
 “Cuba, Nicaragua, El Salvador, Ecuador, Chile, Grenada and Mexico have actively applied to pedagogic assumptions of Paulo Freire.”

Africa
“Freire's psychosocial method is more popularly known in Africa as Development Education Programme (DEP). However, each country or region has adopted its own specific name”: 
· DELTA (since the 70s) in Kenya which has evolved with the advent of participatory methodologies and lessons learned in Participatory Community Development and Leadership Skills (PACODELS). 
· In a number of West African Countries (Ghana, Nigeria, Gambia, Liberia and Sierra Leone), DEP has been known as DELES (Development Education and Leadership Service) 
· In Southern Africa (Malawi, Zambia, Zimbabwe, Lesotho, South Africa, Botswana and Namibia), the DEP approach is referred to as Training for transformation. In these areas, it is most popular in church circles. 
“Altogether, at least 18 countries in Africa are using Freire's DEP Methodology. Since 1990 these countries have come together to form a network known as ADEN (African Development Education Network) whose headquarters is in Harare, Zimbabwe.”
 

Experimentations were undertaken by Freire himself in Guinea-Bissau 
and Sao Tomé-y-Principe
. In South Africa, the African National Congress used Freire’s ideas working for the privatization of natural resources. “Yet Freire's work was often also used in the struggle for South African liberation (…)”
.
North America, Europe and Australia

“Compared to Latin America and Africa in which Freirean pedagogy would be emphasized for breaking away from both political and economic oppression, the industrialized societies tend to adopt Paulo Freire as a tool for political empowerment.” 
 “The question was, and still is, how to generate an involved, committed, critical consciousness in a largely uncommitted, hedonistic, materialist culture. Enter Paulo Freire.”

“Perhaps one of the most important lessons that a study of Paulo Freire's ideas could yield for the Western world is that social justice begins - but does not end - at home. 

Asia

Even though there are some references on Paulo Freire in Asia, those are neither specifically nor profoundly touched with respect to "a" Paulo Freire in Asian context.
 The critical social movement during 1970s in South Korea was inspired by Paolo Freire and Saul Alinsky methods (UIM (Urban Industrial Mission), the slum mission and the Christian student movement).
 “Freirean pedagogy played a crucial role to raise people's critical consciousness in the Philippines (Community Organization (CO)).”

Freire’s Method: Critics, Challenges and Applicability.

Recurrent themes in debates around Freire’s ideas:

· Is Freire’s thinking linked to the Brazilian context of the 30-60s, or has it a contemporary relevance?
· Has Freire’s thinking been betrayed? Badly understood? Or is it an eclectic thinking?
· Has Freire been imprecise or did he allow space for reinvention?

· Was Freire a plagiarist or did he “provided one of the most creative syntheses of the 20th century adult education theory”
?

· What is Freire’s impact?

Is Freire’s thinking linked to the Brazilian context of the 30-60s, or has it a contemporary relevance?

According to R. M. Torres, “in the case of Latin America, the field is again divided between those who view Freire’s thought as surpassed and tied to a definite context and historical moment, and those who defend the contemporary relevance of his work.”

Some think Freire’s method can only be used in crisis. “Historically, liberatory programs for literacy have been sustained by government only during the brief time following a revolution, as in Nicaragua or Guinea Bissau --a time when the possibilities for change are real and the political apparatus for accomplishing those changes is at hand. The pedagogy of Paulo Freire has limited potential outside such chaotic and transitional periods in a nation's history.” 

For Blanca Facundo who worked in programs inspired by Freire, in the United States, » the United States context is simply too different from that in which Freire developed his ideas, and we have not really tried to explore the differences. It was easier to assume that the Third World was the same in any country.” 
 See Note 1 for more on Blanca Facundo’s work.


Omer Arrijs developed a literacy project for immigrants in Belgium inspired by Freire’s ideas. He observed that people didn’t want to mobilise for society changes; he then settled for a more subtle approach. “In our country, illiteracy is very often felt by those whose daily experience it, as loneliness, shame, injury, contempt, rejection. They do not live it as a global phenomenon, as a call to change the system, but as a personal mistake. They hide the thing. They have no desire to talk about it. They do not want to join the fronts of struggle. They doubt their value. To talk of solidarity is to talk beside them. The first task is to allow their personal history to be said and recognized as such, to go so far as to say the injury. It is a great path. A few good words aren’t enough. The basic change is to effectively enable their speech, their writing, their act to emerge in their own specific way. The challenge of social change itself is first that everyone is recognized for himself; it is first a work of individuation. The group work is here to give to everyone mirrors, languages, spaces where each person can tell himself, do himself, create himself, reconstruct his language, invent social relationship. In return, he will inevitably return dynamics that will feed relationships and the collective. Perhaps in unexpected ways.”
 
While it cannot be ignored that Freire’s thinking is linked to the Brazilian context of the 30-60s, his ideas can be reconsidered according to the context in which they are applied as, for example, Omer Arrijs did with his literacy project. Freire called this reinventing. “The idea didn’t please Freire of gradually becoming the master of thinking of an international community of disciples that saw his work as a new gospel of liberation without trying to reinvent his ideas in their own context.” 
 

Has Freire’s thinking been betrayed? Badly understood? Or is it an eclectic thinking?
According to Wikipedia “the sharpest critique of Freire to date” is “Rich Gibson’s dissertation which examines Freire's theory, practice, and history in a Marxist context.” In his point of view, Freire’s works were “stripped of their politics”:
As an icon, Freire indeed became a commodity. His work was purchased, rarely as a whole, but in selective pieces, which could further the career of an academic, propel the interests of a corporation-or a state-capitalist "revolutionary," party. Many of his enthusiasts called his work "eclectic," and let it go at that.

For many authors as David Millwood, Paolo Freire was badly understood in the Western World.
Freire has been ill-served by self-appointed disseminators of his ideas and under informed practitioners of his methods. His books are heavy-going for the layman. His exposure to groups in the Western world, especially privileged people, has not always resulted in an easy understanding of his ideas. Willing disciples who expect the charismatic Third World figure to dispense his wisdom among them sometimes feel he has let them down, meaning he has not lived up to their ex​pectation. Many people fired up with the myriad problems of societies in transition tend to look outwards for solutions rather than inwards, as Freire would have them do. When he fails to produce the solutions, like rabbits out of a hat, they may feel disappointed.
 

We will explore, answering the next question, the reasons why Paolo Freire was not well understood, but, for now, and to summarize this issue: Freire insisted that, as we have seen above, his ideas must be reinvented in their own context; he did not invent a ready to use method but he didn’t identify which elements of his method should be adapted. 
 As we will see in more details in one of the following questions, Freire was inspired by many different thinkers to the point that he called himself a contradictory man.25  Therefore, everyone can find in Freire stimulating ideas, and adapt them 
and this irritates the proponents of a more revolutionary and less “domesticated” and fragmented Freire.
   
Has Freire been imprecise or did he allow space for reinvention?
Why was Freire not well understood? One reason, according to Blanca Facundo, is the habit in the United States of having ready to use methods:
“A common criticism made to Freire in the United States is that his writings are "obscure."

For the land of all kind of manuals which explain "how-to" everything in a step-by-step fashion, Freire's refusal to give this type of information results in a considerable amount of frustration, if not anger.
Freire understands this very well and also the fact that he is not familiar with daily life in the United States. His attitude is, more or less: "You guys have to formulate your own theory, and develop your own solutions."

A second reason is the imprecision in Feire’s writing that allows many interpretations. Blanca Facundo describes how Freire’s imprecision resulted in “heated debates (not dialogues) as to what Freire means, and little action” in her evaluation of Freire-inspired programs in the United States.

A third reason might be language as Freire communicated in several language, mainly Portuguese, English and Spanish where words are not related to the same reality and sometimes do not have the same meaning as ‘freedom’ or ‘empowerment’. 

The concepts of ‘oppression’, of what an ‘animator’ is, of ‘reinvention’ are stated as imprecise by authors writing on Freire:

1. Oppression
Freire’s use of the term ‘oppression’ is frequently stated as imprecise. Freire engaged with all forms of oppression to humanize life 
, but he didn’t develop and offered a simplistic dichotomy:
Influenced by Marxist thought (as was Bourdieu and his theory of acculturation), Paulo Freire proposes a liberation of the people by the acquisition of literacy skills, -which presupposes that being illiterate means being oppressed. But he does not define oppression other than in rather general considerations. He presents a strictly dichotomist vision between oppressed and oppressors; not taking account of the forms of oppression lived by particular groups (racism, sexism). He supposes that the oppressed classes are homogeneous, without internal conflicts and therefore not competing over the definition of the priorities.

Lastly, these Marxist influences lead him to make an apology for a romantic revolution, which is unaware of the contradictions and the dangers of such a task. How should we understand the oppression brought about by contemporary social transformations (perverse effects and advantages of globalisation, expressions of need for democracy, pressure of the agents of the civil society for more social justice, "social" roles of the private sector)? Who defines such oppression and how? Who is defined 'oppressed' or 'oppressor'? What legitimacy has those who intervene against oppression? These are some of the questions that appear important for us to answer by creating a real dialogue between the thought of Freire and contemporary issues relating to democracy and to the renewal of public space. 
 
2. Animators
Freire wanted teachers to be animators charged to make emerge the truth from the students, from their experience. The questions are then “How to engage a dialogue on something the interlocutor doesn’t know about? How can internal and external knowledge be articulated?” This requires a break, a reconsideration of the role and behaviour of teachers who where trained as "experts" and of students who are used to not having the right to speak or take decisions. 

A difficulty picked up by Freire’s critics is: 
There always remains a risk of increased manipulation and even indoctrination by the animator who is presented as a militant educator but as equal to the students. The only protection against this that Freire proposes is strictly moral. But what forms of external control of this moral behaviour of the animator exist? 
Blanca Facundo goes as far as to say: “The whole thing, in my opinion, is nothing more than an elitist view held by well-to-do (including intellectuals) for whom "the masses" are felt as a threat. As a solution, the option is to manipulate them into a particular political program that can range from reforms to "revolution," depending on the preference of the elite members in charge of "humanizing" the "masses".

Even if the animator is the least partial person in the world, Freire’s expectations of an animator were very high:

(…)He or she must have exceptional analytical, pedagogical, and imaginative qualities, while accepting wages that not necessarily go with their qualities and their competences.

The following is extracted from an article examining the challenges of the field experience with the Development Education Programme (DEP): 

The DEP animator, has tended to change his/ her original role of enabler, sensitiser, motivator and community organiser, to that of "foreign affairs minister" for the community. (…) They start wielding immense power as decision-makers on behalf of the groups they represent, thus reinforcing the perpetual state of powerlessness among the target communities. 
 See Note 2 for more on DEP’s animators.
3. Reinvent
Another imprecision I have picked out in the writings of Freire’s critics lays in the ‘reinventing’ process; he did not identify what particular elements of his method should be reinvented; he gave no guidelines as to how an experience is re-invented 
 
.
“Freire has not specified precisely where he intends his ontology and epistemology to guide the struggle for liberation, nor what liberation means, concretely, within a given economic and political system”
Freire said the “oppressors propagate ideas (Freire calls them "myths") as "truth" and this is done through a variety of manipulative techniques which are an obstacle to the development of critical thought. Examples of theses myths are:

· the oppressive order (or system) is an order of freedom 

· we are all free to work where we want; if you don't like your job, you are free to    quit and seek another 

· the oppressive order respects human rights 

· if you are not lazy, you can "make it" within the system 

· everyone has the right to an education 

· we are all equal and equally treated 

· the élite is a heroic class that guards the occidental, Christian civilization from the attacks of the materialist barbarians 

· the people should be grateful to the élite, accept its mandates and be content 

· a rebellion against the élite is a sin against God 

· the élite is dynamic; the oppressed are lazy and dishonest. The former are "ontologically" superior to the latter. 

But “Freire is not clear in his own alternative ontological and epistemological formulations.”

Note that the ideas of Paolo Freire in particular ‘liberating or liberatory education’ is much more common and less controversial in Latin America and the English-speaking world than it is than it is in Europe.
 
 
Was Freire a plagiarist or did he “provided one of the most creative syntheses of the 20th century adult education theory”
?
Paul V. Taylor, in his "Texts of Paulo Freire," comes close to calling Freire a plagiarist (to say that Freire’s thinking is eclectic is “to underestimate the degree to which he borrowed directly from other sources”
), while Gibson notes Freire borrows heavily from Hegel's "Phenomenology."  Wikipedia
Most scholars agree Freire's contribution does not consist of an introduction of new ideas but an eclectic mix of leading thinkers in philosophy, educational theory, theology, political science, sociology, anthropology, history and linguists. "Freire provided one of the most creative syntheses of the 20th century adult education theory" 
(Proponents of this view include John Elias, Fauto Franco and Peter Taylor). 

Six major influences dominate Freire's social and educational philosophy: liberalism, existentialism, phenomenology, humanism, liberation theology and Marxism. Among major thinkers who influenced his thought are Georg Hegel, Karl Marx, Juan Segundo, Gustavo Gutierrez, Jean-Paul Sartre, Karl Jaspers, Gabriel Marcel, Edmund Husserl, Emmanuel Mounier, Martin Buber, Frantz Fannon, Albert Memmi, Mao Zedong, Che Guevara, Louis Althusser, Erik Fromm, Miguel de Unamuno, Kosik, Furter, Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, Karl Mannheim, Jacques Maritain, Herbert Marcuse, John Dewey, Leszek Kolakowski, Camilo Torres (a Brazilian revolutionary priest), Amilcar Cabral of Guinea-Bissau, as well as the Bible.

What is Freire’s impact?
Critics deplore the lack of reports on Freire’s own work. Even in his writing, he seemed to avoid illustrating his ideas by his own experience. 
 
 The results of his projects, even his pilot project in Brazil 
 
 or his work in Guinea-Bissau 46, are much debated. In Guinea-Bissau, “Freire underestimated the material problems to which its organizers were confronted.” “The literacy program was carried out in Portuguese, that is, in the language of the colonizers, spoken only by 5% of the population, in a country where the inhabitants live by groups isolated from each other.” Another problem is the institutionalisation of the process 
 
 as summarized below:

In general, the problem of institutionalisation of these methods was posed, because by receiving governmental funds, while being used in more academic institutions, the objective of social transformation was also lost. The liberation was then more related to the individual than to the community. On the contrary, the projects that wanted to remain independent lost funding and resources, and so had only a limited impact.46
Governments intervene and also the church:

In Africa we have witnessed a rather common pattern. For instance, in a certain Catholic Diocese somebody proposes the introduction of a development education methodology based on the Freire pedagogy. The bishop and the priests approve enthusiastically: after all, Freire was a devout and faithful Catholic layman. A short time later, the first fruits are seen: small Christian communities flourish, lay people take responsible part in development projects and in the life of the church. The bishop and the priests are enthusiastic. More time passes, and as the lay people grow in their responsibility, they start questioning the decision-making process in the church. Why are decisions that affect everyone taken in isolation? What competence do priests have in administration and building? Why was there no consultation and discussion on a certain programme? Later on, lay people are ready to serve in positions of true leadership. 

The clergy becomes uneasy, they think that the lay people want too much power, things are getting out of hand ... and they react by closing the doors. They feel the basis of their power shaken. A strong tradition of clericalism that has easily transplanted itself from Europe to Africa, cannot be put into question. The Freire programme is discontinued. 

Another argument put forward is that it is difficult to measure the impact of methods such as Freire’s: 
By its nature the impact of an awareness raising programme is difficult to measure. DEP is an educational process whose results are often intangible. Efforts have been made to develop qualitative indicators for assessing social change, but this has not been perfected as yet.

In spite of Freire’s own experience mixed results and his theoretically complex and often difficult to read writings, the enduring influence of his ideas is evidenced by the fact that they are available in 35 languages
 and by the number of projects who claim on their Internet site to have been inspired by Freire (see Annex 2, list of projects inspired by Freire). 

He has had a considerable impact on popular education which has a lot in common with the Constellation’ process.

Key characteristics of popular education are as follows: everyone teaches and learns, so leadership is shared; starting with learners' experiences and concerns; high participation; creation of new knowledge; critical reflection; connecting the local to the global; and collective action for change. 

Because it is strongly community based, popular education takes a wide variety of forms. 

Facilitators keep the group on track and encourage participation, but they should also try to foster a longer-term perspective on the problems addressed, helping the group place the issues in social, historical, and political context. 

One important aspect of popular education is the way it often draws on popular culture, using drama, song, dance, poetry, puppetry, mime, art, storytelling, and other forms. 

As rapidly described above Freire’s thinking has had an influence all over the planet in various countries. Also, “his radical thought on educational transformation has challenged other social terrains which necessarily require to be transformed. For example, grass-root human right movements, environmental (ecological preservation) movements, social welfare and health movements, peace settlement movements in the world as well as systematic formal school reforms can be properly mentioned.” 
 
Freire's work continues to inspire scholars, practitioners and social activists alike, including Carlos Alberto Torres, Donaldo Macedo, Moacir Gadotti, Daniel Schipani, Peter McLaren, Henry Giroux, Daniel Schugurensky, Stanley Arnowitz, Kathleen Weiler, Tom Heany, Myles Horton, Peter Mayo and Peter Lownd among others. Freire's work was foundational in the development of participatory action research, transformative learning theory (see Jack Mezirow, 1991; Patricia Cranton, 2006) and the popular education movement (Jane Vella, 2002).

Let me finish with the conclusion of the UNESCO MOST Education and Social Transformation Seminar’s introductory note to the different views of "Paulo Freire":
Freire's method has the great merit of respecting and taking into account the knowledge of the populations to be taught (reading and writing). It underlines the link between knowledge, ability and power, and the importance of dialogue and participation in learning. But it raises nevertheless practical and theoretical questions, which call into question its validity. What were the influences of Freire's method on action-research in Latin America and elsewhere? What dialogues have been established between the various forms of thinking about social transformation? It is advisable to specify that Freire is especially known by/for his method of combating illiteracy, but his contributions to reflecting on pedagogy in general, and more particularly to any pedagogy engaged in, and committed to, the process of social transformation are as significant as his "method".”
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