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PEDAGOGY OF THE ;
OPPRESSED

Paulo Friere

A:)areﬁll analysis of the teacher-student relationship at any level, inside or
utside the school, reveals its fundamentally narrative character. This rela-
tionship involves a narrating Subj'ect (the teacher) and patient, listening objects
(the students). The contents, whether values or empirical dimensions of reality,
tend in the process of being narrated to become lifeless and petrified. Education
is suffering from narration sif_kness.

The teacher talks about reality as if it were motionless, static, compartmental-

ized and predictable. Or clse he expounds on a topic completely alien to the exis-
tential experience of the students. His task is to “All” the students with the contents
of his narration—contents which aré detached from reality, disconnected from the

totality that engendered them and could give them significance. Words are emptied
of their concreteness and become a hollow, alienared, and alienating verbosiry.
The outstanding characteristic of this narrative education, then, is the sonor-
ity of words, not their transforming power. “Four times four is sixteen; the capital
of Pard is Belém.” The student records, memorizes, and repears these phrases

et et

without perceiving what four times four really means, or realizing the true sig-
“hificamice of eapr” in the affirmation “the capital of Pard is Belém,” that is,
what Belém means for Pari and whar Pard means for Brazil.

Narration (with the teacher as narrator) leads the students to memorize
mechanically the narrated content. Worse yet, it turns them into ‘containers,”
into “receptacles” to be “filled” by the teacher. The more completely he fills the
receptacles, the better a reacher he is. The more meekly the receptacles permit
themselves to be filled, the better students they are.

Chapter 2 from Pedagogy of the Oppressed by Paulo Freire. Copyright @ 1972 by Paulo Freire.
Reprinted by permission of HarperCollins Publishers, Inc.
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Education thus becomes an act of depositing, in which the students are the
depositories and the teacher is the depositor. Instead of communicating, the

. teacher issues communiqués and makes deposits which the students patiently
receive, memorize, and repeat. This is the “banking” concept of education, in
which the scope of action allowed 1o the students exrends only as far as receiving,

filing, and storing the deposits. They do, it is true, have the opportunity to
become collectors or cataloguers of the things they store. Bur in the last analysis,
it is men themselves who are filed away through the lack of creativity, transfor-
marion, and knowledge in this (at best) misguided system. For apart from
inquiry, apart from the praxis, men cannot be truly human. Knowledge emerges
only through invention and re-invention, through the restless, impatient,

continuing, hopeful inquiry men pursue in the world, with the world, and with
each other. ' .

In-the-banking concept of education, knowledge is 2 gift bestowed by those
who consider themselves knowledgeable upon those whom they consider to
know nothing, Projecting an absolute ignorance onto others, a characteristic of
the ideology of oppression, hegates education and knowle

ge_as. processes—of-

=== RQUITY. “FhE teacher presents himself to his students
by considering their ignorance absolute, he justifies
dents alienated like the slave in the Hegelian dialect

justifying the teacher’s existence—bur, unlike the s
they educated the teacher.

as, their necessary opposite;
his own existence. The stu-
ic, accept their ignorance as
ave, they never discover that

The raison d'étre of libertarian education, on the other hand, lies in its drive
towards reconciliation. Education must begin with the solution of the teacher-
student contradiction, by reconciling the poles of the contradiction so that both
are simultaneously teachers 47 students.

o This solution is not {nor can it be} found in the banking concept. On the con-
| trary, banking education maintains and even stimulates the contradiction through
the following aritudes and practices, which mirror oppressive society as a whole:

. the teacher teaches and the students are taughr;

- the teacher knows everything and the students,

know nothing;
- the teacher thinks and the students are thought abour;

- the teacher talks and the scudents listen—meekdy; ‘

. the teacher chooses and enforces his choice, a

. the teacher acts and the students have the ill
action of the teacher;

T8 0 B0 T

nd the students comply;
usion of acting through the

. the teacher disciplines and the studencs are disciplined;— - T
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. the teacher chooses the program content, and the students (who were not
’consultecl) adapr to it _

1. the teacher confuses the authority of knowledge with his own professional
authority, which he sets in opposition-to the freedom of the students;

j- the teacheris the Subject of the learhing process, while the pupils are mere~—

obj ects.

It is not surprising that the banking concept of education regards men as
adaprtable, manageable beings. The more students work at storing the deéposits

entrusted to them, the less they develop the critical consciousness which would
ntrusted to t

result from their intervention in the world as transformers of that world. The

more completely they acceprt the passive role imposed on them, the more they
tend simply to adapt to the world as it is and to the fragmented view of reality

~deposited in them.

The capabilicy of banking education to minimize or annul thc: students’ cre-

‘_H—"_vu-
ative power and to stlrnulatc their credulity serves the’interests of the oppressors,

who care neither to have the world revealed nor to see it transformed. The
oppressots use their “humanitarianism” to preserve a profitable situation. Thus
they react almost instinctively against any experiment in education which stimu-
lates the critical faculties and is not content with a partial view of reality but
always seeks out the ties which link one point to another and one problcm w0

another.

Indeed, the interests of the oppressors lie in “changing the consciousness of the
oppressed, not the situation which oppresses them”;! for the more the oppressed
can be led to adapt ro thar situation, the more easily they can be dominared. To

achicve this end, the oppressors use the banking concept of education in con-
junction with a paternalistic social action apparatus, within which the oppressed

- receive the euphemistic title of “welfare recipients.” They are treated as individual

cases, as marginal men who deviate from the general configuration of a “good,
organized, and just” society. The oppressed are regarded as the pathology of the
healthy society, which must therefore adjust these “incompetent and lazy” folk to
its own patterns by changing their mentality. These marginals need to be “inte-
grated,” “incorporated” into the healthy society that they have “forsaken.”

The truth is, however, that the oppressed arc not “marginals,” are not men liv-
ing “outside” society. They have always been “inside”—inside the structure which
made them “beings for others.” The solution is not to “integrate” them into the
structure of oppression, but to transform that structure so that they can become
“beings for themselves.” Such transformation, of course, would undermine the
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oppressors’ purposes; hence their utilization of the banking conccpt of education
to avoid the threat of student conscientizacio.

The banking approach to adult education, for example, will never propose to
students chat they cridically consider reality. It will deal instead with such vital
questions as whether Roger gave green grass to the goat, and insist upon the
1mp0rtance of learning that, on the contrary, Roger gave green grass to the rabbit.
" The “humanism” of the banking approach masks the effort to turn men into
automatons—the very negarion of their ontological vocation to be more fully

\ human.

Those who use the banking approach, knowingly or unknowingly (for there
are innumerable well-intentioned bank-cletk teachers who do not realize that
they are serving only ro dehumanize), fail to perceive that the deposits themselves
contain contradictions about reality. But, sooner or later, these contradictions
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may lead formcrly passive students to turn against their domestication and the
attempt to domesticate reality. They may discover through existential experience
that their present way of life is irreconcilable with their vocation to become fully

human. They may perceive through their relations with. reality. that reality_is

really a process, undergoing constant transformation. If men are searchers and
their ontological vocation is humanization, sooner or later they may perceive the
contradiction in which banking education seeks to maintain them, and then
engage themselves in thé struggle for their liberation.

But the humanist, revolutionary educator cannot wait for this possibility to
materialize. From the outset, his efforts must coincide with those of the stu-
dents to engage in critical thinking and the quest for mutual humanization.
His efforts must be imbued with a profound trust in men and their creative
power. To achieve this, he must be a partner of the students in his relations
with them. ‘

The banking concept does not admit to such partnership—and necessarily so.
To resclve the .teacher-student contradiction, to exchange the role of deposiror,
prescriber, domesticator, for the role of student among students would be to
undermine the power of oppression and serve the cause of liberation.

Implicit in the banking concept is the assumption of a dichotomy between
man and the world: man is merely in the w‘orld,~ not with the world or with oth-
ers; man is spectator, not re-creator. In this view;-man-is not-a conscious being
(corpo consciente); he is rather the possessor of # consciousness: an’empty “mind”
passively open to the reception of deposits of reality from the world outside. For
example, my desk, my books, my coffee cup, all the objects before me—as bits
of the world which surrounds me—would be “inside” me, exactly as I am inside
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my study right now. This view makes no distinction berween being accessible to
consciousness and entering consciousness. The distinction, however, is essential: ‘
the objects which surround me are simply accessible to my consciousness, not .
located within it. I am aware of themn, but they are not inside me.

It follows logically from: the banking notion of conscivimtiess chat the ediicator’s
role is to regulate the way the world “enters into” the students, His task is to orga-
nize a process which already occurs spontaneously, to “fill” the students by making
deposits of information which he considers to constitute true knowledge.? And
since men “receive” the world as passive entities, education should make them more
passive still, and adapt them to the world. The educated man is the adapted man,
because he is better “fit” for the world. Translated into practice, this concept is well
suited to the purposes of the oppressors, whose tranquility rests on how well men
fit the world the oppressors have created, and how litcle they question ir.

The more completely the majority adapt to the purposes which the dominant
minority prescribe for them (thereby depriving them of the right to their own
purposes), the more easily the minority can continue to prestribe. The theory
and practice of banking education serve this end quite cfhiciently. Verbalistic les-
sons, reading requirements,® the methods for evaluating “knowledge,” the dis-
tance berween the teacher and the taugh, the criteria for promotion: everything
in this ready-to-wear approach serves to obviare thinking.

The bank-clerk educator does not realize that there is no true security in his

hypertrophied role, that dné must seek to live wi7h othérs in solidarity. One can-
not tmpose oneself, nor even merely co-exist with one’s students. Solidarity
requires true communication, and the concept by which such an educator is
guided fears and proscribes communication. ‘ o

Yet only through communication can human life hold meaning. The teacher’s
thinking is authenticated only by the authenticity of the students’ thinking. The
teacher cannot think for his stcudents, nor can he impose his thought on them.
Authentic thinking; thinking that is concerned about reality, does not take place
in ivory tower isolation, but only in communication. If it is true that thought has
meaning only when generated by action upon the world, the subordination of
students to teachers becomes impossible.

Because banking education begins with a false understanding of men as
objects, it cannot promote the development of what Fromm calls “biophily,” but
instead produces its opposite: “necrophily.”

While life is characterized by growth in a structured, functional manner, the
necrophilous person loves all that does not grow, all that is mechanical. The
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nectophilous person is driven by the desire to transform the organic into the
inorganic, to approach life mechanically, as if all living persons were things. . ..
Memory, rather than experience; having, rather than being, is what counts. The
necrophilous person can relate to an object—a flower or a person—only if he-
possesses it; hence a threat to his possession is a threat to himself; if he loses pos-
session he loses contact with the world. ... He loves control, and in the act of
controlling he kills life.

Oppression—overwhelming control—is necrophilic; it is nourished by love

_of death, not life. The banking concept of education, which serves the interests

of oppression, is also necrophilic. Based on a mechanistic, static, naruralistic, spa-
tialized view of consciousness, it transforms students into receiving objects. It
atcempts to control thmkmg and action, leads men to adjust to the world and

" inhabits their creative power. -
When their efforts to act resporisibly are frustrated, when they find themselves
unable to use their faculties, men suffer. “This suffering due to impotence is

_ rooted in the very fact that the human equilibrium has been disturbed.”” But the

mablhty to act which causes men’s a_ngulsfl also causes them to rc;cct their i 1rnpo—

tence, by attempting

. to restore [their] capacity to act. But can [they], and how? One way is to
submit to and idendify with a person or group having power. By this symbolic
participation in another person’s life, [men have] the illusion of acting, when in
reality [they] only submit to and become a part of those who act.®

Populist manifestations perhaps best exemplify this type of behavior by the
oppressed, who, by identifying with charismatic leaders, come to feel that they
themselves are active and effective. The rebellion they express as they emerge in
the historical process is motivated by that desire to act effectively. The dominant
clites consider the remedy to be more domination and repression, carried out in
the name of freedom, order, and social peace (that is, the peace of the elites).
Thus they can condemn-—logically, from their point of view—"“the violence of 2
strike by workers and [can] call upon the state in the same breath to use violence

Education as the exercise of domination-stimulates the creduhry of stuc[ents—
with the ideological intent {often not perceived by éducators) of indoctrinating
them to adapt to the wotld of oppression. This accf_usarion is not made in che
nafve hope that the dominant elites will thereby simply abandon the practice. Its
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objective is to call the attention of true humanists to the fact chat they cannot use
banking educational methods in the pursuit of liberation, for they would only
negate that very pursuit. Nor may a revolutionary society inheric these methods
from an oppressor society. The revolutionary society-which: practices banking

education is either misguided or mistfusting of men. Tn either event, it is threate”

ned by the specter of reaction.

Unfortunatefy, those who espouse the cause of liberation are themselves sur-
rounded and influenced by the climate which generates the banking concept, and
often do not perceive its true significance or its dehumanizing power. Paradoxically,
then, they urilize this same instrument of alienation in what they consider an effort
to |iberate. Indeed, some “revolutionaries” brand as “innocents,” “dreamers,” or
even “reactionaries” those who would challenge this educational practice. But one
does not liberate men by alienating them. Authentic liberation—the process of
humanization—is not another deposit to be made in men. Liberation is a praxis:

the action and reflection of men upon their world in order to transform it. Those

truly committed to the cause of liberation can accept neither the mechanistic con-
cept of consciousness as an empty vessel to be filled, nor the use of banking meth-
ods of domination (propaganda, slogans—deposits) in the name of liberation,
Those truly committed to liberation must reject the banking concept in its
entirety, adopting instead a concept of men as conscious beings, and conscious-
ness as consciousness intent upon with the world. They must abandon the edu-

»

 catio-nal goal of deposit-making and replace it with the posing of the problems

of men in their relations with the world. “Problem-posing” education, responding
to the essence of consciousness—intentionality—rcjects communiqués and

embodies communication. It epitomizes the special characteristic of conscious-
ness: being conscious of, not only as intent on objects but as turned in upon itself -

in a Jasperian “split”—consciousness as consciousness gf consciousness.
Liberating education consists in acts of cognition, not tra.nsferralslof informa-
tion. It is a learning situation in which the cognizable object (far from being the
end of the cognitive act) intermediates the cognitive actors—teacher on the one
hand and students on the other. Accordingly, the practice of problem-posing edu-
cation entails at the outser that the outset that the teacher-student contradicton
be resolved. Dialogjcal relations—indispensable to the capacity of cognitive actors
to cooperate in perceiving the same cognizable object—are otherwise impossible.
Indeed, problem-posing education, which breaks with the vertical patterns
characteristic of banking education, can fulfill its function as the practice of free-
dom ouly if it can overcome the above contradiction. Through dialogue, the
teacher-of-the-students and the students-of-the-teacher cease to exist and a new
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term emerges: teacher-student with students-teachers. The teacher is no longer
metely the-one-who-teaches, but one who is himself taught in dialogue with the
students, who in turn while being taughr also teach. They become jointly respon-
sible for a process in which all grow. In this process, arguments based on “autho-
rity” are no longer valid; in order to function, authority must be o she side of
freedom, not against it. Here, no one teaches another, nor is anyone self-taugh.
Men teach each other, mediated by the world, by the cognizable objects which in
banking education are “owned” by the teacher.

The banking concept (with its tendency to dichotomize everything) distin-
guishes two stages in the action of the educaror. Duting the first, he cognizes a
cogmzable object while he prepares his lessons in his study or his laboratory; dur-
ing the second, he expounds to his students about thar object. The students are
not called upon to know, bur o memorize the contents narrated by the teacher.

" Nor do the students practlcc any' act of cogmuon since the object towards which
that act should be directed is the property of the teacher rather than a medium
evoking the critical reflection of both the teacher and students. Hence in the
name of the “preservation of culture and knowledge” we have a system which

achieves neither true k km)wlcdge nor true culture.

The problem-posing method does not dichotomize the activity of the teacher-
student: he is not “cognitive” at one point and “narrative” at another. He is always
“cognitive,” whether preparing a project or engaging in dialogue witch the stu-
dents. He does not regard cognizable objects as his private property, bur as the
object of reflection by himself and the students. In this way, the problem-posing
educator constantly re-forms his reflections in the reflection of the students. The
students—no longer docile listeners—are now critical co-investigarors in dia-
logue with the teacher. The teacher presents the material to the students for their
consideration, and reconsiders his carlier considerations as the students express
their own. The role of the problem-posing educator is to create, together with the
students, the conditions under which knowledge at the level of the dox is super-
seded by the true knowledge, at the level of the logos.

Whereas banking ecducation anesthetizes and inhibits creative power,
problem-posing education involves a constant unveiling of reality. The former
attempts to maintain the submersion of consciousness; the latter strives for the
emergence of consciousness and critical intervention in reality.

Students-as they are increasingly posed with problems relating to themselves -
in the world and with the world, will feel increasingly challenged and obliged to
respond to that challenge. Because they apprehend the challenge as interrelated to
other problems within a total context, not as a theoretical question, the resulting
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comprehension tends to be increasingly critical and thus constantly less alienated.

Their response to the challenge evokes new challenges, followed by new under-

standings, and gradually the students come to.regard themselves as commitred.
-~ Education as-the practice of freedom—as opposed to education as the prac-
tice” of dominmation=denies that man is abstract, isolated, “independent, and
unartached to the world; it also denies that the world exists as a reality apart from
men. Authentic reflection considers neither abstract man nor the*world without
‘men, but men in their relations with the world. In these relations consciousness
and world are simultancous; consciousness neither precedes the world nor
. follows it.

L]
La conscience et le monde sont dormés d’un méme coup: extérieur par essence 3

la conscience, le monde est, par essence relatif 2 elle.?

In one of our culture circlc§ in the Chile, the group was discussing . .. the
anthropological concepr of tulture. In the midst of the discussion, a peasant who
by banking standards was completely ignorant said: “Now I see that without man
there is no world.” When the educartor responded: “Let’s say, for the sake of argu-
ment, that all the men on earth were to die, but that the earth itself remained,
together with trees, birds, animals, rivers, seas, the stars. .. wouldn’t all this be a

~world?” “Oh no,” the peasant rephed emphatically. © There would be no one to
say: Lhis 1s a world.”

The peasant wished to express the idea that there would be lacking the con-
sciousness of the world which necessarily implies the world of consciousness.
I cannot exist without a nor-I. In turn, the not-I depends on that existence. The
world which brings consciousness into.existence becomes the world of that con-
sciousness. Hence, the previously cited affirmation of Sartre: “La conscience et le
monde sont dormés dun méme coup.”

As men, simultancously reflecting on themselves and on the world, increase
the scope of their perception, they begin to direct their observations towards pre-
viously inconspicuous phenomena:

In perception properly so-called, as an explicit awareness [Gewabren), 1 am
turned towards the object, to the paper, for instance. I apprehend it as being this

here and now. The apprehension is a singling out, every object having a back-
ground in experience. Around and about the paper lie books, pencils, ink-well,

and so forth, and these in a certain sense are also “perceived,” perceptually there,
in the “field of intuition”; but whilst I was turned towards the paper there was no
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turning in their direction, nor any apprehending of them, not even in a secondary
sense. They appeared and yet were not singled out, were not posited on their own
account. Every perception of a thing has such a zone of background intuitions or
background awareness, if “intuiting” already includes the state of being turned - '
towards, and this also is “conscious experience,” or more briefly a “consciousness

of” all indeed that in poin of fact lies in the co-perceived objective background.?

That which had existed objectively but had not been perceived in its deeper
implications (if indeed it was perceived at all} begins to “stand out,” assuming the
character of a problem and therefore of challenge. Thus, men begin to single out
elements from their “background awarenesses” and to reflect upon them. These
elements are now objects of men’s consideration, and, as such, objects of their
action and cognition. -

In problem-posing education, men develop their power to perceéive criticaily
the way they exist in the world with which and in which they find themselves; they
come to see the wotld not as a static reality, but as a reality in process, in trans-
formation. Although the dialectical relations of men with the world exist inde-

- pendently of how these relations are perceived (or whether or not they are
perceived ar all), it is also true that the form of action men adopt is to a large

extent 2 function of how they perceive themselves in the world. Hence, the I
,teacher-student and the students-teachers reflect simultaneously on themselves It
and the world without dichotomizing this reflection from action, and thus estab- l‘
lish an authentic form of thought and action. ¥

Once again, the two educational concepts and practices under analysis come &
into conflict. Banking education (for obvious reasons) attempts, by mythiciz-
ing reality, to conceal certain facts which explain the way men exist in the
world; problem-posing education sets itsclf the task of demythologizing.
Banking educarion resists dialogue; problem-posing education regards dialogue
as indispensable to ‘the act of cognition which unveils reality. Banking educa-
tion treats students as objects of assistance; problem-posing education makes
them critical thinkers. Banking education inhibits creativity and domesticates
(although it cannot completely destroy) the intentionality of consciousness by
isolating consciousness from the world, thereby denying their ontological and
historical vocation of becoming more fully human. Problem-posing education
~bases itself on creativity and stimulates true reflection and action upon reality,
thereby responding to the vocation of men as beings who are authentic only
when engaged in inquiry and creative transformation. In sum: banking theory

and practice, as immobilizing and fixating forces, fail to acknowledge men as
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historical beings; problem-posing theory and practice take man’s historicity as
their starting point, ' .

Pfoblem~posing education affirms men as beings in the process of becoming—
as unfinished, uncompleted-beings in and-with-a likewise unfinished: reality.

Indeed; in contrast o oilier animals who are unfinished, but not historical, men

know themselves to be unfinished; they are aware of their incompletion. In this
incompletion and this awareness lie the very roots of education as an exclusively
human manifestation. The unfinished character of men and the transformational
character of reality necessitate that education be an ongoing activity.

Education is thus constantly remade in the praxis. In order to be, it must
become. Its “duration” (in the Bergsonian meaning of the word) is found in the
interplay of the opposites permanence and change. The banking method empha-
sizes permanence and becomes reactionary; problem-posing cducation—which
accepts neither a “well-behaved” present nor a predetermined future—roots itsclf
in the dynamic present and becomes revolutionary.

Problem-posing education is revolutionary futurity. Hence, it is prophetic
(and, as such, hopeful). Hence, it corresponds to the historical nature of man.
Hence, it affirms men as beir'lgs who transcend themselves, who move forward
and ook ahead, for whom immobility represents a fatal threat, for whom look-
ing at the past must only be a means of understanding more clearly what and
who they are so that they can more wiscly build the future. Hence, it idenifies

~~with the movement which engages men“aTsAEéingSEWa.re of their incompletion—

an historical movement which has its point of departure, its Subjects and its
objective.

The point of departure of the movement lies in men themselves. Bur since men

do not exist apart from the world, apart from reality, the movement must begin
with the men-world relationship. Accordingly, the point of departure must always
be with men in the “here and now,” which constitutes the situarion within which
they are submerged, from which they emesge, and in which they intervene. Only
by starting from this situation—which determines their perception of it——can
they begin to move. To do this authentically they must perceive their state not as
fated and unalterable, but merely as limiting—and therefore challenging.
Whereas the banking method directly or indirectly reinforces men's fatalistic
perception of their situation, the problem-posing method presents this very situ-
ation to them as a problem. As the situation becomes the object of their cogni-
tion, the naive or magical perception which produced their fatalism gives way to
perception which is able to perceive itself even as it perceives reality, and can thus
be critically objective abour that reality.
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ENGAGED PEDAGOGY

bell hooks

o educate as the practice of freedom is a way of teaching that anyone can
learn. That learning process comes easiest to those of us who teach who also
believe that there is an aspect of our vocation that is sacred; who believe that our
work is not merely to share information but to share in the intellectual and spir-
itual growth of our students. To teach ift 2 manner that respects and cares for the
souls of our students is essential if we are to provide the necessary conditions
where learning can most deeply and intimately begin.
Throughout my years as student and professor I have been most inspired by

- those teachers who have had the ¢ courage ) transgress " iliose boundaries r_hat -

would confine each pupil to a rote, assembly-line approach to learning. Such
teachers approach students with the will and desire to respond to our unique
beings, even if the situation does not allow the full emergence of a relationship

based on mutual recognition. Yet the possibility of such recogmtlon is always

present.

Paulo Freire and the Vietnamese Buddhist monk Thich Nhat Hanh are two
of the “teachers” who have touched me-deeply with their work. When T first
began college, Freire’s thought gave me the support I needed to challenge the
“banking system” of education, that approach to learning that is rooted in the
notion that all students need to do is consume information fed to them by a
professor and be able to memorize and store it. Early on, it was Freire’s insis-
tence that education could be the practice of freedom that encouraged me to
create strategies for what he called “conscientization” in the classroom.
Translating that term to critical awareness and engagement, I entered the class-
rooms with the conviction that it was crucial for me and every other student to
be an active participant, not a passive consumer. Education as the practice of

From Teaching to Transgress: Education as the Practice of Freedom (1994, Routledge).
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the notion of student participation. Freire’s work affirmed thar education can
only be liberatory when everyone claims knowledge as a field in which we all
labor. That notion of mutual labor was affirmed by Thich Nhae Hanh’s philos-
ophy of engaged Buddhism, the focus on practice in conjunction with contem-
plation. His philosophy was similar to Freire’s emphasis on “praxis”—action and
reflection upon the world in order to change it.

In his work Thich Nhat Hanh always speaks of the teacher as a healer. Like
Freire, his approach ro knowledge called on students to be act_i\;e participants, to
link awareness with practice. Whereas Freire was primarily concerned with the

freedom was continually undermined by professors who were actively hostile to

mind, Thich Nhat Hanh offered a vw;ay of thinking about pedagogy_ which
erlnphgskiz_eld wholeness, a union.of mind, body, and spirit. His focus on a holis-
tic approach to learning and spirituat practice enabled me to overcome years of

socialization that had taught me to believe a classroom was dimimished it students
and professors regarded one another as “whole” human beings, striving not just
for knoWledge in books, but knowledge about how to live in the world.

During my twenty years of teaching, I have witnessed a grave sense of dis-ease

anong professors (irrespective of cheir politics) when students want us to see them
as whole human beings with complex lives and experiences rather than simply as
seekers after compartmentalized bits of knowledge. When I was an undergradu-
ate, Women's Studies was just finding a place in the academy. Those classrooms
were the one space where teachers were willing to acknowledge a connection
between ideas learned in university settings and those learned in life practices.
And, despite those times when students abused that freedom in the classroom by
only wanting to dwell on personal experience, feminist classrooms were, on the
whole, one location where I witnessed professors striving to create participatory
spaces for the sharing of knowledge. Nowadays, most women’s scudies professors
are not as committed to exploring new pedagogical strategies. Despite this shift,
many students still seek to enter feminist classrooms because they continue to
believe that there, more than in any other place in the academy, they will have an
opportunity to experience education as the practice of freedom.

Progressive, holistic education, “engaged pedagogy” is more demanding than
conventional critical or feminist pedagogy. For, unlike these two teaching prac-

- " - . ' -
tices, it emphasizes well-being. That means thar teachers must be actively com-__

“mitted to a process of self-actualization that promotes their own well-being if they
are to teach in a manner that empowers students. Thich Nhat Hanh ‘emphasized
that “the practice of a healer, therapist, teacher or any helping professional should

be directed toward his or herself first, because if the helper is unhappy, he or she
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cannot help many people.” In the United States it is rare that anyone talks about
teachers in university settings as healers. And it is even more rare to hear anyone
suggest that teachers have any responsibility to be self-acrualized individuals.
Learning abour the work of intellectuals and academics primarily from -— - -
nineteenth-century fiction and- nonfiction during tay pre-collége years, ["was —
certain that the task for those of us who chose this vocation was to be holistical-
ly questing for self-actualization. Tt was the actual experience of college that
disrupted this image. Tt was there that I was made to feel as though I was terribly
naive about “the profession.” I learned that far from being sclf-actualized, the
university was scen mote as a haven for those who are smart in book knowledge
. but who might be otherwise unfit for social interaction. Luckily, during my
undergraduate years I began to make a distinction between the practice of being
an intellectual/teacher and one’s role as a member of the academic profession.

It was difficult to maintain fidelity to the idea of the intellectual as someone
who sought to be whole—well-grounded in a context where there was little
emphasis on spiritual well-being, on care of the soul. Irdeed, the objectification
of the teacher within bourgeois educational structures seemed to denigrate
notions of wholeness and uphold the idea 6f a mind/body split, one that
promotes and supports compartmentalization.

This support reinforces the dualistic separation of public and privare, encour-
aging teachers and students to see no connection between life practices, habits of
being,"and e Toles of professors. Ihe idea of the intcllcctual_questing for a
union of mind, body, and spirit had been replaced with notions that being smart
meant that one was inherently emotionally unstable and that the best in oneself
emerged in one’s academic work. This meant that whether academics were drug

addicts, alcoholics, batterers, or sexual abusers, the only important aspect of our
identity was whether or not our minds functioned, whether we were able to do
our jobs in the classroom. The self was presumably emptied out the moment the
threshold was crossed, leaving in place only an objective mind—free of experi-
; ences and biases. There was fear that the conditions of that self would interfere
] with the teaching process. Part of the lwury and privilege of the role of
teacher/professor today is the absence of any requirement that we be self-actualized.
Nort surprisingly, professors who are not concerned with inner well-being are
the most threatened by the demand on the part of students for liberarory
cducation, for pedagogical processes that will aid them in their own struggle for
self-actualization.

Certainly it was naive for me to imagine during high school that I would find
spiritual and intellectual guidance in university settings from writers, thinkers,
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scholars. To have found this would have been to stumble across a rare treasure. [
learned, along with other students, to consider myself fortunate if T found an
interesting professor who talked ina compelling way. Most of my professors were
not the slightest bit interested in enlightenment. More than anything' they
seemed enthralled by the exercise of power and authority within their mini-
kingdom, the classroom.

This is not to say that there were not compelling, benevolent dictarors, but it
is true to my memory that it was rare—absolutely, astonishingly rare—to
encounter professors who were deeply committed to progressive pedagogical
o practices. ] was dismayed by this; most of my professors were not individuals s

whose teachiﬁg siyles I wanted to emulate. . ,
My commitment to learning kept me attending classes. Yet, even so, becatise:
__1.did not conform—would not be an unquestioning, passive, student—some pro-
fessors treated me with contempt. I was slowly becoming estranged from educa-
tion. Finding FPreire in the midst of that estrangement was crucial to my survival ;
. a5 a student. His work offered both a way for me to understand the limitations
ik ==—"5f the type of education I was receiving-and [o discover-;_ll;ernativc strategies for _
learning and teaching. It was particularly disappointing to encounter white male
o professors who claimed to follow Freire’s model even as their pedagogical prac-
tices were mired In structures of domination, mirroring the styles of conservative
professors even as they approached subjects from a more progressive standpoint.
When I first encountered Paulo Freire, T was cager to see if his style of reach-
ing would embody the pedagogical practices he described so eloquently in his
work. During the short time I studied with him, I was deeply moved by his pres- -
ence, by the way in which his manner of teaching exemplified his pedagogical
theory. (Not all students ‘nerested in Ereire have had a similar experience.) My
experience with him restored my faith in liberatory education. I had never wanted
to surrender the conviction that one could teach without reinforcing existing
systems of domination. 1 needed to know that professors did not have to be

dictators in the classroom.

While I wanted teaching to be my career, T believed that personal success was o
intimately linked with self-actualizdcion. My passion for this quest led me 10 i
interrogate constantly the mind/ body split that was so often taken to be a given.
Most professors were often deeply antagonistic toward, even scornful of, any.
approach to learning emerging from a philosophical standpoint emmphasizing the —~
union of mind, body, and spirit, rather than the sep:i_ration of thcse’elemcnts.
‘Like many of the students I now teach, I was often told by powerful academics
that T was misguided to seek such a perspective in the academy. Throughout my




ENGAGED PEDAGOGY 329

student years [ felr deep inner anguish. Memory of that pain returns as I listen to
students express the concein that they will not succeed in academic professions
if they want ro be well, if they eschew dysfunctional behavior or
coercive hierarchies. T__fhesc__.s_gdﬂems are oﬁen'féé’rfulfﬁ.‘sf‘r_}fﬂé that there are no. .
spaces in the academy where the will 'tdmbﬂgéclf—'éziiglﬁgcc-i can be affirmed.

This fear is present because many professors have _j_htgg;;_glx hostile responses

participario_{_}_in

circles, individuals often complain bitterly that
students want classes to be “encounter groups.” While it is utterly unreasonable
s to be therapy sessions, it is appropriate for them

ceived in these settings will enrich and enhance

for students to expect classroom

to hope thar the knowledge re
them.,

- Currcntly, the students | encounter seem
ect of self-acrualization than my peers and |

- s
there are no clear ethi

far more uncertain about the proj-
WETe twenty years ago. They feel thar

teacher/student relationship in
Yard: Off-Line and into the
Dauphin, i

a piece for the Village Voice, “How to Run the
Margins at Yale,” one of my students, Gary

as the tensions thar surfaced

cultivating his writing:

Peaple think academics like Gloria [my given name]
what I learned from her was mostly about samene
mon as a black man to people of color:
poor and anyone else who wanted in. I
most of it came from hanging out on th
while, shuttling berween high points in

are all abour difference: but
ss, about what I had in com-
to women and gays and lesbians and the
did some of this learning by reading but
e fringes of her life. I lived like that for a
my classes and Jow points outside. Gloria
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was a safe haven ... Pledging a fraternity is abour as far away as you can get

from her classroom, from the yellow kitchen where she used to share her lunch

with students in need of various forms of sustenance.

This is Gary writing about the joy. The tension arose as we discussed his rea-
son for wanting to join a fraternity and my disdain for that decision. Gary com-
ments, “They represented a vision of black manhood that she abhorred, one
where violence and abuse were primary ciphers of bonding and identity.”
Describing his assertion of autonomy from my influence he writes, “But she
must have also known the limits of even her influence on my life, the limits of
books and teachers.”

Ultimately, Gary felt that the decision he had made to join a fraternity was
not constructive, that 1 “had taught him openness” where the fraternity had

encouraged one-dimensional allegiance. Our interchange both during and after
this experience was an example of engaged pedagogy.

Through critical thinking—a process he learned by reading theory and
actively ana.lyzmg texts—Gary experienced education as the practice of freedom.

His final comments about me: “Gloria had only mentioned the entire episode

once after it was over, and this to tell me simply that there are many kinds of

choices, many kinds of logic. I could make those events mean whatever [ want-
ed as long as I was honest.” I have quoted his writing at length because it is
testimony affirming engaged pedagogy. It means that my voice is not the only
account of what happens in the classroom.

"Engaged pedagogy necessarily values student expression. In her essay,
“Interrupting the Calls for Student Voice in Liberatory Education: A Feminist
Poststructuralist Perspective,” Mimi Orner employs a Foucauldian framework to

suggest that

]

Regulatory and punitive means and uses of the confession bring to mind

curricular and pedagogical practices which call for students to publicly reveal,
even confess, information about their lives and cultures in the presence of author-

ity figures such as teachers.

i ... When educarion is the practice of freedom,. students are not the only ones

R --Who are asked-to-share, to confess. Engaged pedagogy does not seek simply to - ——
empower students. Any classroom that employs a holistic model of learning will
also be a place where teachers grow, and are empowered by the process. That
empowerment cannot happen if we refuse to be vulnerable while encouraging
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students to take risks. Professors who expect students to share confessional nar-
ratives but who are themselves unwilling to share are exercising power in a man-
ner that could be coercive. In my classrooms, I do not expect students to take any
tisks that-I-would not take, to-share in any way that I would not share. When
professors bring narratives of their experiences into classroom discussions it elim-
inates the possibility that we can function as all-knowing, silent interrogators. [t
is often productive if professors take the first risk, linking‘confessional narratives
to academic discussions so as to show how experience can illuminate and enhance
our understanding of academic material. But most professors must practice being
vulnerable in the classroom, being wholly present in mind, body, and spirit.

Progressive professors working to transform the curriculum so that it does not
reflect biases or reinforce systems of domination are most often the individuals
willing to take the risks thar engaged pedagogy requires and to make their teach-
Ing practices a site of resistance. In her essay, “On Race and Voice: Challenges for
Liberation Education in the 1990s,” Chandra Mohanty writes that

resistance lies in self-conscious engagement with dominant, normative discourses
and représentations and in the active creation of oppositional analytic and cul-
tural spaces. Resistance that is random and isolated is clearly not as effective as
that which is mobilized through systemic politicized practices of teaching and

learning. Uncovering and reclaiming subjugated knowledge is one way to lay

claims to alternative histories. But these knowledges need to be understood and
defined pedagogically, as questions of strategy and practice as well as of scholar-
ship, in order to transform educational institutions radically.

Professors who embrace fhe.challengé of self-actualization will be betrer able
to create pedagogical practices that engage students, providing them with ways of
knowing that enhance their capacity to live fully and deeply.




