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ABSTRACT The paper begins by exploring the philosophical origins and assump-
tions underlying the concepts of Freirean thought, notably the critique of banking
education, and the revolutionary character of the concepts of dialogue and consci-
entization. The mechanics of Freirean pedagogical practice are also described, in
particular the difficult role of the educator as facilitator, and the liberating nature of
the literacy method in which participants’ awareness of the ‘world’ is raised in the
process of discovering the ‘word’. The article ends on a cautionary note, warning
that the particularist notion of power in Freirean thought can all too easily lead to
manipulation by educators with other agendas.

Introduction
Paulo Freire has been and remains a powerful influence among those eager
to develop theoretical and practical alternatives to mainstream develop-
ment approaches. Until the buzz-word ‘participatory’ stepped into the spot-
light, it was common usage to describe any ‘bottom-up’ or ‘grassroots’
approach as ‘Freirean’. Concepts carefully developed by Freire in the early
1960s such as ‘conscientization’ and ‘dialogical education’ remain house-
hold terms in some development circles, particularly the more progressive
NGOs active in Latin America, but also grassroots movements and NGOs
throughout Africa and Asia. The central aim of this paper is to explore the
intellectual origins of Freire’s revolutionary pedagogy, and how his vision
has been used and misused in development practice.

Paulo Freire is perhaps best known for developing a controversial liter-
acy method. But Freire’s influence reaches much deeper. To the poor, he
offers philosophical and methodological tools allowing them to perceive
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afresh, analyze, and transform an oppressive reality into a liberating one.
To development workers working in solidarity with the poor, his approach
is a challenge: not only is its essence revolutionary in calling them to work
with the poor to challenge established norms, behaviours, and institutions
in society; it is also a call to challenge those ‘oppressive’ characteristics
within themselves.

The paper is divided into two parts. The first, which explores the theor-
etical and conceptual foundations of Freire’s approach, is divided into three
sections. The first explores the philosophical assumptions underlying
Freirean thought. In the second, Freire’s critique of what he called ‘banking
education’ is explored, as well as ‘dialogue’ and ‘conscientization’ as the
pivotal concepts of his education for liberation. The third and last section
of Part 1 explores the dynamics of Freirean education in practice, in par-
ticular the role of the educator, and the effectiveness – from a pedagogical
point of view – of the literacy method itself. Finally, in Part 2, two possible
pitfalls of the Freirean approach are explored: the particularist notion of
power advocated by Freireans and its inappropriateness in certain contexts,
and the potential for ideological manipulation and cultural invasion which
is inherent in the approach.

1. Key issues and concepts in Freirean
education
It requires some effort for the social scientist to lay aside the comforting
exactness of so-called scientific enquiry and testability, and dip one’s feet
into the murky waters of philosophy. But the potency of Freire’s ideas
cannot be fully grasped using the tools of social science alone. Indeed,
Freire himself approached the problem of education, and by implication
human development, primarily from a philosophical angle, and his work
owes much to the phenomenology of Husserl, existentialists like Buber and
Sartre, Christian and Marxist humanists like Marcuse and Schaff, the psy-
choanalytical theory of Fromm, and a whole range of philosophers of
science and language (Aronowitz, 1991, p. 11). Freire received his doctor-
ate in the philosophy of education from Sao Paulo University, which was in
the 1950s and 1960s deeply influenced by a group of mainly French philoso-
phers who dominated the university’s intellectual life at the time (Taylor,
1993, p. 16).

In the three sections that follow I will explore some of the central con-
cepts of Freirean thought, referring, whenever necessary, to some of the
philosophers and other thinkers who influenced Freire.

1.1 Philosophical assumptions in Freirean thought

At the centre of Freire’s world-view, is his belief that humans have an onto-
logical vocation to become more fully human. ‘Human’ consciousness, in
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Freirean thinking, is first defined by its distinctiveness from animal con-
sciousness. As Aristotle and many philosophers have pointed out, animal
consciousness is fundamentally ahistorical and atemporal (Freire, 1972, p.
23) (i.e. incapable of self-conscious thought, of the passage of time, or of
deciding on a particular course of action as a result of reflection), whereas
humans are aware, both of themselves as conscious beings, and of their
existence in space and time. Human awareness allows for a second distinc-
tive trait: the capacity for creative thinking and, hence, potentially at least,
the capacity to transform rather than merely adapt to reality. Human life
thus contains in its very essence a challenge that is absent in animal life: that
by acting upon reality, people can seek to improve their lives, to ‘become
more fully human’ (Freire, 1972, p. 41), and seek happiness.

Unlike Aristotle, however, Freire would have wanted the slaves of
Ancient Greece to have had the same opportunity to pursue their happi-
ness as the patricians and other privileged groups of the time. Clearly not
everyone is ‘free’ to pursue his/her ontological vocation. Through his early
contact with illiterate and impoverished peasants in the North East of
Brazil, Freire quickly came to the conclusion that ‘freedom’ – in the sense
of man’s ability to choose a course of actions towards happiness – is rarely
an option for the poor. Man may be free ‘in theory’, or in abstract philo-
sophical thought, but society appears to exclude some from realizing that
freedom.

The study of the constraints on (some) humans’ freedom to pursue hap-
piness led Freire to side with Marx’s definition of humans as primarily his-
torical beings rooted in a material reality, i.e. that humans exist within a
certain historical context, with its economic, social, political, and cultural
norms, structures and institutions (Freire, 1972, p. 30). History for Freire is
a human creation (rather than a dialectical process subject to ‘objective’
scientific laws, as in orthodox Marxist thinking), ‘reflecting the way that
those humans possessing the power to do so have imposed their intentions
upon the social world, and created the structured conditions under which
people live.’ (Lankshear, 1993, p. 97). Like Marx, Freire believes that the
structures of capitalist societies are founded on relations of exploitation of
certain groups or individuals by others. Prevailing historical conditions in
capitalist societies make it difficult, therefore, for exploited individuals and
groups (what Freire calls generically the oppressed) to pursue their onto-
logical vocation.

Unlike Marx, though, Freire does not envisage an ideologically sound and
just society in the future in which people can experience freedom equally.
Human liberation, or what Freire calls humanization, is a goal that for
Freire can never be fully achieved because it requires an ongoing encounter
with reality, which is itself permanently changing. Life and history are thus
dynamic processes, of which man is both fully a part, and yet unable ever
fully to control (Freire, 1972, p. 54). The emphasis then is not on the new
‘liberated’ society to be built (as if this was somehow a static society that
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would, once a certain stage of history was reached, continue into the future)
– as appears (or appeared) to be the preoccupation of some Marxist intel-
lectuals and those, like Lenin, who developed a totalitarian interpretation
of Marx’s work – but rather on the encounter itself, i.e. the process by which
oppressed humans strive towards greater humanization. It is to the nature
of this encounter, or what Freire would prefer to call ‘dialogue’, between
individual and society, and most important, between individual and indi-
vidual in an act of mutual conscientization that we now turn.

1.2 Freire’s critique of ‘banking education’

As an educationalist, Freire was convinced that formal education, as prac-
tised in schools and universities the world over, was (and indeed remains)
an instrument of oppression rather than an instrument of liberation. There
is no better way of summarizing Freire’s critique of formal education than
to reproduce here his very words on the subject:

‘[Formal] education becomes an act of depositing, in which the students are
the depositories and the teacher the depositor. Instead of communicating, the
teacher issues communiques and “makes deposits” which the students
patiently receive, memorize, and repeat. This is the “banking” concept of edu-
cation, in which the scope of action allowed to the students extends only as far
as receiving, filing, and storing the deposits. They do, it is true, have the oppor-
tunity to become collectors or cataloguers of the things they store. But in the
last analysis, it is men themselves who are filed away through the lack of cre-
ativity, transformation, and knowledge in this (at best) misguided system. For
apart from inquiry, apart from the praxis, men cannot be truly human. Know-
ledge emerges only through the restless, impatient, continuing, hopeful inquiry
men pursue in the world, with the world, and with each other’ (Freire, 1972,
pp. 45/46).

Banking education, then, as Freire understood it, acts as a pillar main-
taining an oppressive social order: the more students put their efforts into
receiving and storing information deposited in them, the less they can attain
the critical consciousness that comes from ‘intervening in reality as makers
and transformers of the world’ (Freire, 1972, p. 54).

Freire is not the only one to have attacked formal education. Ivan Illich,
writing at much the same time as Freire, proposed in Deschooling Society
(1971) no less than the total abolition of all institutionalized forms of learn-
ing. But Illich failed to conceptualize a working methodology for an alterna-
tive education. He recognized, like Freire, that knowledge in formal
educational establishments ‘exists in certified packages acquired from some
mythological knowledge-stock controlled by professional guardians’, and
that ‘only actual participation constitutes socially valuable learning, a par-
ticipation by the learner in every stage of the learning process’ (Illich, 1974,
p. 14). But he did not, unlike Freire, lay down the practical basis for an edu-
cation in which the poor and oppressed might become subjects of their own
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development, asserting the needs, rather than passively accepting the dic-
tates of State sponsored education.

Conscientization. The key to understand Freire’s liberating education is to
understand his concept of conscientization, which of all Freire’s concepts is
the most original and significant. At its most basic, conscientization can be
understood as the process by which humans become more aware of the
sources of their oppression. We saw earlier that, unlike animals, human
beings have the capacity to reflect on the world and its dynamics (i.e. history
itself), and choose a given course of future action based on reflection. We
also saw that the oppressed are disadvantaged in this respect. They may not
have the intellectual confidence – if they are illiterate for example – to
‘reflect upon the world’, and formulate their own agenda for change. They
may be unaware that the poverty/oppression/illiteracy they suffer is not a
permanent fact, but results, rather, from the operation of unjust structures
and mechanisms in society which, once understood, can be changed. Most
of all, they may have internalized the ‘values of the oppressors’ and thus
find themselves unable, or unwilling, to think critically about their situation
in the world, and what actions are open to them to improve such a situation
(Freire, 1972, p. 24).

Conscientization, then, is the process by which the capacity for critical
thinking by the oppressed – of themselves and the community and, ulti-
mately, the society they live in – can be expanded. Just as man’s ontologi-
cal and historical vocation might be thwarted by certain socially produced
structural obstructions, so one’s perception of reality may be shrouded by
certain psychologically limiting factors. Thus, on one level, conscientization,
or the process of becoming aware, provides a space in which one’s percep-
tion of reality may change. It is the first step in the quest of the oppressed
man’s quest for greater humanization.

Action and reflection. But conscienization is much more than a purely
intellectual process. It is a dynamic, or dialectical process, of which an
equally important component is action. In conscientization, action leads to
further reflection, and so on, in a dialectical path of increasing liberation.
Thus conscientization is made up of two inseparable, mutually enriching
and authentically human capabilities – action and reflection, or action based
on reflection, and reflected based on action.

Freire was critical of Western thought’s artificial separation of reflection
and action, of theory on the one hand and practice on the other (Aronowitz,
1992). He saw both as the two sides of the same coin. This liberating action-
reflection dynamic, which both results from and feeds the process of con-
scientization, Freire calls praxis. Praxis, which can also be understood as the
fusion of theory and action, lies at the root of Freire’s pedagogy, and flies
in the face of the hierarchical and oppressive tendencies inherent in what
Freire called banking education.
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1.3 The role of the educator in ‘dialogical’ education, and the
mechanics of the Freirean literacy method

‘. . . meanwhile there are the enslaved human beings who must accomplish their
own liberation. To develop their conscience and consciousness, to make them
aware of what is going on, to prepare the precarious ground for the future
alternatives – this is our task.’

Freire could have written the above quote; in fact it is a quote from the
Marxist humanist Marcuse (1967, p. 99). Just as the role of the intellectual
is fundamental for Marcuse in preparing the ground for the liberation of the
enslaved, so the role of the educator is fundamental to Freire’s education
for the liberation of the oppressed. At its centre lies Freire’s concept of dia-
logue. The educator, rather than deposit ‘superior knowledge’1 to be pas-
sively digested, memorized, and repeated, must engaged in a ‘genuine
dialogue’, or ‘creative exchange’, with the ‘participants’ (note that Freire
substitutes the word pupil for participant, i.e. participants in the process of
conscientization). As Freire himself put it when referring to the 1963 Brazil-
ian literacy campaign:

‘Whoever engages in dialogue addresses himself to someone in order to
exchange something with him . . . it is this something which was to become the
new content of the education programmes’ (Freire, 1971, p. 113).

Freire’s concept of dialogue requires a lot of the educator, however. It
must be ‘authentic’, ‘creative’, and can only take place with ‘sympathy and
love’ (Freire, 1971, p. 112). In short, it requires a fundamental ‘revolution
in thinking’, as the educator must shed ingrained attitudes of ‘anti-dialogue’
which may have become automatic. Not only must the educator be prepared
to respect the participants’ knowledge as valuable as his own, he must also
be prepared to enter into the reality of the participants’ lives.

Perhaps it is not surprising, then, that it is the progressive Christian
groups – particularly those of the Liberation Theology school of thinking in
Latin America – who seem to have had most success in using the Freirean
approach (Schipani, 1984). By virtue of their spiritual vocation to ‘merge
with the people’ – as Christ himself is purported to have done – in an act of
humility and sacrifice, Jesuit priests (among others) – even those armed
with Phd’s – seem to have a rare ability to engage in the kind of dialogue
Freire writes about. Others may find it far more difficult to shed their self-
image as intellectual superiors.

But to merge with the people and be willing to experience their reality is
only the starting-point of the educator’s task. The educator must then act
as a catalyst, or animator, with the objective of facilitating an educational
process in which oppressed people become creative subjects of the learning
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process rather than passive objects. In other words, the role of the educator
is not to educate the oppressed in the transitive sense, but to create a space
in which the oppressed educate themselves and each other. Dialogue, or
what Freire alternatively called mutual conscientization, is thus not limited
to the single axis educator-participant. Dialogue also takes place between
participants and ‘with the world’. A summary of the different stages of
Freire’s literacy method will help to make these concepts clear.

The genius of Freire’s literacy method2 (and by analogy all Freirean edu-
cational processes) is that the process of acquiring literacy (or any other
skill) takes place within the context of the participant’s reality. The edu-
cator’s role is, initially, as we have seen, to immerse himself/herself into that
reality through spontaneous interviews and participant observation over a
certain period of time (at least some weeks; in the case of certain individuals
it may be a lifetime vocation). The educator then extracts from that reality
a series of themes which are central to the participants’ life preoccupations.
These might be, for example, the question of water availability, or erosion,
or child health, or work and wages. In the first group meetings, the educator
will generate a series of discussions by the participants based on pictures
which have a bearing on those themes. It is important that the pictures are
not obvious, but that the participants engage in an effort to ‘decode’ them.

This preliminary phase of investigation by the participants into their
reality is the first stage of conscientization, as the participants will become
gradually (and in some cases dramatically) aware that the problems of their
lives have causes which can be addressed, and transformed through action.

In the second phase, the first written word is shown to the participants –
it must be related to one of the themes represented pictorally (i.e. have
pragmatic value), easily identifiable and meaningful in the local language
context (i.e. have semantic value), and grammatically clear and phonetically
rich (i.e. have syntactic value). The word is then split into its component syl-
lables. For example, if we take the Portuguese (and Spanish) word for food,
COMIDA, this is split into its component syllables to produce CO-MI-DA.
Each syllable is then isolated and modified, using all five vowels to produce
a phonemic family:

CA-CE-CI-CO-CU
MA-ME-MI-MO-MU
DA-DE-DI-DO-DU
Once the participants have learned how the arranged letters correspond

to different sounds (note that the syllables of the original word are stressed
or circled to remind the participant of the original word), they are then
asked to make up their own words choosing from the available syllables.
The words generated by the participants themselves – which invariably are
closely related to the reality of their lives, and even to their particular forms
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of speech – are then used by the educator to make up more key words. As
the participants gain in confidence, words of greater phonetic complexity
are gradually introduced.3

The method, in terms purely of teaching literacy, is very efficient. The
success of the method is due in large part to the creativity it allows its par-
ticipants, and to the broader process of conscientization taking place at the
same time. In the act of ‘naming the world’, the participants’ awareness of
the world is increased. They may have sufficient intellectual confidence as
a result to want to read local newspapers and understand local political pro-
cesses. Or they may organize in order to secure a better livelihood. Most of
all, they will have realized that reality is not a permanent, unchangeable
fact, but a dynamic process which they can transform.

2. Possible pitfalls in Freire’s pedagogy
In the section that follows, I will examine some of the pitfalls and dangers
of Freirean pedagogy in development practice. I will focus on two aspects:
(i) the particularist notion of power and empowerment in Freirean thought
and its disregard for vernacular and traditional forms of power, and (ii) the
potential for ideological manipulation, and cultural invasion inherent in the
approach.

Freire has always claimed ideological neutrality: his mission is not the liber-
ation of people within any particular politico-ideological framework, he
claims, but simply to give oppressed people the tools to achieve their own
liberation. But built into such a claim are two assumptions that throw con-
siderable doubt on Freire’s self-proclaimed ideological neutrality: (i) that the
oppressed have no power in the first place, and that an outsider (the Freirean
educator) possess ‘the secret formula of a power to which they must be initi-
ated’ (Rahnema, 1992, p. 123); (ii) that this formula – which we might crudely
summarize as facilitating the growth of political and social awareness of the
oppressed through conscientization – is universally applicable and unques-
tionably justifiable, a kind of absolute good, regardless of the cultural or reli-
gious context of the population that is perceived to be oppressed.

Freire’s view that there are ‘powerless’ populations is, on anthropologi-
cal grounds, highly questionable. Even in a political context of extreme
exploitation of one group by another (e.g. landless illiterate peasants in
1960s North East Brazil – practically enslaved by semi-feudal large land-
owners), those who appear powerless and fatalistic – stuck in what Freire
called a ‘culture of silence’, or a ‘magical’ as opposed to a ‘critical’ con-
sciousness – may in fact express (at least some) power in more subtle ways,
such as sabotage, non-cooperation, and the secret observance of a distinct
culture and identity. This is certainly the case of much of Latin America’s
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indigenous population. Despite the extreme (and often violent) discrimi-
nation and exploitation suffered by Guatemala’s Indians, for example, we
find in Rigoberta Menchu’s life story4 a celebration of what she calls the
‘culture of resistance’ of her fellow people.

Freirean and other participatory activists have tended to dis-value
traditional and vernacular forms of power, such as those expressed by
Rigoberta Menchu, because their understanding of power is largely derived
from European Leftist traditions (Rahnema, 1992). In particular, Marx’s
notion of power in capitalist societies – the concentrated ownership of the
means of production in the hands of an elite, and the control by that elite
of those institutions designed to protect their ownership – is present in
Freire’s perhaps over-simplistic categorization of people as either
oppressed or oppressor, and in his critique of ‘banking education’ as a
means of maintaining an unjust class system. It is true that Freire did not
directly advocate increased control of material resources by the poor as the
way to increased power per se. But he did envision empowerment as – at
the very least – the gaining of greater political and social space by the poor
and the oppressed.

In short, the inappropriate imposition of a certain vision of power on
people who may not perceive themselves as powerless and, moreover, may
not want to be empowered in the way that is being prescribed, is a problem
area that has not been sufficiently addressed by Freireans. Nowhere is this
more evident than in Freire’s failure to address the possibility that educators
may be unable (or even unwilling) to strangle the oppressor within them,
and may consequently misuse their position to manipulate those over which
they (potentially) have so much power.

We already saw, above, that the practice of dialogical education – for indi-
viduals themselves educated in the ‘banking mode’ – is very difficult from a
purely pedagogical point of view, even if it is effective when carried out
properly. Some individuals may simply lack the inter-personal skills
required to ‘hand over the stick’, as Robert Chambers would say (Cham-
bers, 1992). But the difficulty is not purely methodological or pedagogical
in character, it is also that external activists who adopt Freire’s ideas suffer
from an ‘inherent tendency to . . . manoeuvre and manipulate [the
oppressed] and to impose on them their own ideological frameworks and
definitions of the aims of the struggle’ (Rahnema, 1992, p. 124).

Two brief examples will illustrate how easily Freire’s ideas can be used to
serve the interests of the educator (and his particular world-view) rather
than those of the ‘participants’ s/he is supposedly liberating.

The first concerns the Summer School of Linguistics, a North American
evangelical sect active in indigenous communities in Chiapas, Mexico’s
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southernmost state (Moody, 1988). The organization has used its expertise
in linguistics to produce phonemic transcriptions of the various indigenous
languages in the area, and has launched Freirean literacy programmes using
the newly transcribed languages. On the surface, this would appear to offer
local Indian peasants both the opportunity to reinforce their sense of cul-
tural identity as members of a non-Spanish language group, and the possi-
bility to become more aware of the sources of their oppression. But there
is a hidden agenda. Literacy classes are followed by bible readings (in the
local language), in which the educator (missionary) prescribes a particular
world-view to which the ‘participants’ (now more like Freire’s ‘recepticles
in which information is deposited’) must conform.

The second concerns the 1980 literacy crusade in Nicaragua, hailed as one
of the greatest achievements of the Sandinista regime. Although the
Freirean approach was explicitly used by the regime both to teach literacy
to and empower Nicaragua’s peasants,5 it was also used to promote a unified
national revolutionary culture in an effort to homogenize the country’s
population. While this may have suited most of Nicaragua’s poor mestizo
population, it was interpreted by the country’s few indigenous groups, par-
ticularly the Miskitu people on the Atlantic Coast, as interference by the
Managua-based central government (Freeland, 1988). Under the banner of
liberation through mass literacy, the fledgling Sandinista regime sought to
stamp a particular Nicaraguan identity on people who had always seen
themselves as separate from the rest of the population. Literacy classes
among the Miskitu people were not centred on different aspects of local
reality – as Freire advocates in his works – but provided, rather, a space in
which the Sandinista educators could ‘explain’ the Revolution to ordinary
people whose revolutionary consciousness it was deemed necessary to
develop. In other words, the Sandinistas used Freire as a subtle form of
‘banking education’, depositing in people a certain type of information and
world-view, rather than allowing them to come to their own conclusions.
What the Managua-based educators did not sufficiently appreciate was that
what they saw as liberation, the Miskitu people interpreted as a loss of iden-
tity and regional power.

In both the above cases, the Freirean approach was clearly misused. The
educators in each case would, however, deny such an accusation. Both the
missionaries of the Summer School of Linguistics and the Sandinista edu-
cators were convinced that they were doing ‘liberating’ work. Here lies the
hub of the problem: any pre-determined vision of liberation introduced
from the outside is ultimately paternalistic, since it presupposes that the
oppressed are incapable of determining their own endogenously produced
vision of liberation.
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Conclusion

This paper had at the outset two principal goals: (i) to explore the origins,
key concepts, and mechanics of Freire’s pedagogy, and (ii) to consider its
possible misuses in specific development contexts. To draw clear con-
clusions from the paper is almost impossible, however, because an analysis
of Freire’s pedagogy using clearly identifiable variables – whether quanti-
tative or qualitative in nature – is, in my view, to miss the point. Freire, if
he is truly to be understood, requires of the researcher much more than a
cold analytical mind. He requires, rather, an acceptance that nothing can
truly ever be understood, that the process of enquiry is valid in itself, and
that there are no immediate or exact answers to any particular situation or
problem. Even the word ‘conclusion’ is anathema to Freire given that he
saw human life as an ‘unfinished project’ that could never be ‘concluded’.

We saw that the literacy method devised by Freire, and the educational
philosophy that underlies it, requires of the educator an almost heroic feat:
the rejection of those in-built ‘banking education’ reflexes that all educated
people suffer from in the presence of the ‘uneducated’; and a willingness
effectively to disempower oneself in order to provide the empowerment
space which the oppressed require. Furthermore, we saw how easily
Freirean methods can provide a convenient veneer behind which the edu-
cator’s interests can continue to be satisfied, be they political or religious.
The greatest danger of Freire’s pedagogy, it would thus appear, is that it can
be used as a very subtle Trojan Horse, one which appears to be a gift to the
poor, but can all too easily contain a hidden agenda.

This brings me to a second concern which is the extent to which Freire is
valid, or relevant, today. Freire’s interest in Western philosophy, together
with the polarized political environment in which he personally played a sig-
nificant part in support of the Left in Latin America, clearly informs both
the tone and the content of his writings. But it would be unfair to leave
Freire to collect dust on the shelf of history. I believe that, like Marx, he is
one of the great thinkers of the modern age. Admittedly, as we have seen,
Freire’s ideas can be misused, as those of great thinkers have been misin-
terpreted or misused throughout history. Marx and Christ are prime exam-
ples. Neither of them would associate themselves today with many who call
themselves ‘Marxists’ or Christians’.

Freire’s great contribution was to conceptualize the processes by which
the oppressed can become subjects of their own histories. No one can deny
the intellectual brilliance and revolutionary potential of his literacy method;
neither can his concepts of conscientization and dialogue be discarded as
outmoded ideas. Freire offers the oppressed and ourselves (development
practioners and theorists) keys to many doors, and he urges us to open them
and enlarge our vision. But he also leaves us to decide what to do and where
to go once those ‘doors of perception’ have been opened. In short, rather
than provide us with a set path, Freire seeks to improve our perception of
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each stage of the journey that is life. His message is as relevant to the poor
as it is to those who seek to work with the poor.

James Blackburn, currently completing a Phd in Development Studies at the
University of Sussex, UK, is a freelance consultant specialising in Partici-
patory Rural Appraisal training, chiefly in Latin America.
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