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1 Dangerous Freire? 

 

Brazil’s President Jair Bolsonaro, who took office in 2019, claimed that the country's schools prepare 

students into political militants because of his compatriot Paulo Freire (1921–1997), a world-famous 

educational theorist. He also believed that Freire's “Marxist rubbish” had ruined the entire schooling 

system and turned it against traditional family values and the church. Bolsonaro's first education 

minister Ricardo Velez Rodriguez stated that he would “enter the education ministry with a 

flamethrower to remove Paulo Freire.” (Osborne, 2019). For his part, Abraham Weintraub, Velez 

Rodriguez’s successor, compared Freire’s thinking to “voodoo without scientific proof” in a 

conservative newspaper Gazeta do Povo (2019).  

The Brazilian elite and conservative forces, in general, ridiculed Freire with insulting names as 

“patron of indoctrination,” “pseudo-intellectual militant,” or “a traitor to Christ and the Brazilian 

People” (Woods, 2020). For years, Freire had been a symbol of decay “among social and cultural 

conservatives, representing everything wrong in Brazilian education and culture, basically, 

‘communist brainwashing’ in the educational system” (Waisbord, 2020, p.441). 

Brazil’s right-wing populists and the economic-political-military elite are correct in their 

assessments that Freire is dangerous for their perspective. Naturally, they need to discredit his legacy 

for the best of their ability using their political power, the media outlets they possess, and the social 

media. From the Marxist perspective, Freire is topical and very much alive. Those who know his 

works, and the rise of right-wing extremism and the widening abyss between the rich and the low in 
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Brazil and around the globe, acknowledge his meaning as a thinker who has exercised both the 

language of critique and the language of hope in educational research and praxis. They keep Freire’s 

work as a necessary antidote to authoritarian capitalism’s criminal onslaught and a must-read in 

equipping people with a revolutionary mindset and critical educational praxis. 

This entry describes Paulo Freire’s legacy as a distinctively Marxist revolutionary for 

education. 

 

2 Freire in the Plural 

 

Undoubtedly, Paulo Freire belongs to the great educational thinkers of the 20th century. He has been 

compared to such intellectual giants as Mahatma Gandhi, Antonio Gramsci, and John Dewey (Peters 

& Besley, 2015). Because of his fame and global influence, there are many interpretations of his 

work. At least the following types can be constructed from the research literature (see Au, 2018; 

Gadotti, 1994; Darder, 2002; Darder, 2018; King, 2017; Kirylo, 2013; Kirylo, 2020; Lake & Kress, 

2013; Malott & Ford, 2015; Mayo, 2004; McLaren, 2000; McLaren, 2015; Torres, 2014; Torres, 

2019). First, there is a historical versus ahistorical understanding of Freire. In the historical 

interpretation, researchers and practitioners take into account social and political contexts in which 

Freire developed his ideas, whereas, in the ahistorical account, they detach Freire from these 

circumstances. Another recurrent account of Freire’s thought has been a practical-domesticated 

versus an academic-theoretical Freire. Other scholars and educators have read Freire’s works as a 

pedagogical cookbook, looking for the proper teaching methods. In contrast, others have been 

interested in his ideas and praxis's philosophical, intellectual, and theoretical roots. 

A practical and domesticated account has forgotten Freire’s fundamental belief that education 

is a political, even a revolutionary tool in the hands of the people who aim to overthrow capitalism 

and pursue genuine socialist democracy. Political Freire has been transformed into a dialog-loving, 

friendly, gray-bearded man (McLaren, 2015, p.146), with not much to say about the world’s ills and 

how to defeat them. The practical approach has supplanted Freire’s politics of revolution.  

An academic-theoretical interpretation of Freire, for its part, has little to do with pedagogy and 

politics outside university chambers and lecture halls. Freire has sometimes been used to advance 

academic careers and interpreted as another social science study object. At worst, university programs 

have decorated their reading lists with Freire and “converting ‘pedagogy of the oppressed’ into 

‘academic service learning,’ in ‘partnership’ with local corporations and other powerful institutions” 

(McKenna, 2013, p.450). 
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In addition to these accounts of Freire’s thought, there is a spiritual versus materialist-

revolutionary Freire or Jesus versus Marx. Freire himself solved the apparent problem between the 

two, as he once said: “My relationship with Marx never suggested that I abandon Christ” (Freire, 

1996, p.87). In the former, Freire’s thinking has been seen in the context of the liberation theology 

movement. In his work in basic Christian communities in Northeast Brazil, Freire, for the first time, 

realized the poor’s oppressive conditions and the necessity of the materialist and revolutionary 

reading of the world.  

A group of scholars, especially in the critical pedagogy tradition, have studied Freire’s 

materialist, Marxist revolutionary for education. An emphasis has been on a revolutionary Freire, that 

is, in Freire’s attempt to connect the political and the pedagogical in the struggle against the world’s 

miseries. Revolutionary interpretations locate political and pedagogical action into the history and 

present in a given space and time, in Freire’s case, Latin America’s socio-historical and political 

context. In what follows, it is the revolutionary Freire I now turn. 

 

3 Freire as a Marxist Revolutionary 

 

In his youth in the 1930s, Paulo Freire had felt poverty and became acquainted with leftist ideas. His 

neighborhood in Jaboatão was poor, and he learned what poverty meant: a constant shortage of food 

and other essential goods, living the benevolence of others, and stealing from hunger. Jaboatão was 

a crossroads of foreign privately owned railways, and the area was home to many railway workers at 

the time. Freire's family lived in a place called Little Moscow because many residents belonged to 

the union and supported communists. In Little Moscow, Freire played with the railway workers' 

children and heard about communist ideology for the first time. 

The local Communist Party sent the most intelligent young people in working families to the 

Soviet Union at the Moscow Party School. When they returned, they could work in the trade union 

and promote the communist ideology. However, the problem was that they could not communicate 

in a language that other workers could understand. They had learned strange words and concepts alien 

to their audience. They had also studied authoritarian pedagogical methods to instill readymade 

thoughts in the workers’ minds. Later Freire called this the banking model of education, and it did 

not work in a Brazilian context. Many participants left the evening classes and never returned (Araújo 

Freire in Darder, 2018). 

In the 1950s, before turning to Marxism, materialism, and becoming a revolutionary educator, 

Freire made a career as a literacy teacher in the Northern part of Brazil. Working as a literacy teacher 

in the impoverished city areas and countryside, he faced the poverty and misery of his youth. Seeing 
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poverty and hunger, Freire’s understanding of peasants’ and workers’ subordination in the Brazilian 

society widened. In literacy campaigns, he deepened his knowledge and experience of the difficult 

living conditions in which many of his fellow Brazilians lived. These experiences taught Freire to 

consider his political and pedagogical views, understand education’s profoundly political nature, and 

he turned to the political left.  

Freire learned more leftist ideas in participating in the Movimiento de Cultura Popular in Brazil 

in the late 1950s and planning the leftist government's literacy campaigns in the early 1960s. He 

discovered Hegel, Marx, and modern left-wing philosophers while exiled in Chile. The right-wing 

military junta had taken power in Brazil in 1964 and imprisoned Freire for 70 days accusing him of 

teaching communism and betraying both God and his home country. The imprisonment and the exile 

were Jasperian “limit situations,” that is, significant turning points in Freire’s life, after which he 

understood that interpreting the world—not to mention changing it—required an understanding of 

history and its direction, a philosophy of history. 

Thus, he asked, what do the history of human beings and society mean, who creates and writes 

it, for whom, or on whose behalf is history made? Freire thought that history will not end in a military 

dictatorship but carries on in people's solidarity and righteous deeds to survive and prevail. The death 

of one dream did not mean hopelessness but the birth of an idea of another world. Whether that equal 

world would come true next year or the next century, it was impossible to say, but the possibility 

always remained. Freire realized that he should dedicate his life to the struggle for all people's social 

rights and freedoms from that moment on. Most importantly, he recognized that he would not be able 

to wage this struggle alone but with people. 

During his time in Chile, Freire studied Marx intensively and understood what he had written 

in Capital about the horrors of capitalism and capitalists as “dead labor” and blood-sucking vampires 

who owned, exploited, and benefitted from the workers’ living labor. In Chile, Freire lived the spirit 

of the 1960s: people took the revolution to the streets, demanded political and social changes, and 

Freire wrote his magnum opus Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1968) in the heat of the subversive 

decade. Freire combined his Brazilian experiences with Marx’s (1867, chapter 28) descriptions in 

Capital from the previous century of how capitalist landowners evicted poor people from their homes, 

made them into vagabonds, and “whipped, branded, tortured” them “into the discipline necessary for 

the wage system.” Freire could identify with Marx’s (ibid. chapter 31) narrative of the people’s 

horrors in the colonies, “the extirpation, enslavement, and entombment in mines of the aboriginal 

population, the beginning of the conquest and looting of the East Indies, the turning of Africa into a 

warren for the commercial hunting of black skins.”. 
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It was evident to Freire that mere literacy projects would not change capitalist society much. 

Educational or social reforms were not enough to overthrow the oppressive laws of capitalist society. 

Instead of minor political reforms, people needed to join forces with their leftist political leaders to 

make significant political changes in Latin American countries and elsewhere in the developing 

world, that is, to destroy the Ancien Régime of feudal capitalism. Thus, as an authentic revolutionary 

who wanted to abolish the capitalist system, Freire required politics to meet all people’s rights to 

complete personal and socio-cultural development and economic well-being.  

Freire claimed that every educational system must work under the law of reproduction, 

reproducing the given economic and political system. For this reason, revolutionary educators needed 

to end capitalism and capitalist ideology (now known as neoliberalism), based on perverse ideals of 

individualism, competition, and corporate greed, and create a new society and social institutions, such 

as the educational system, serving all people's needs.  

Freire searched these new possibilities throughout his career. Freire’s lifelong search and study 

also explain his interest in those African countries, which in the 1970s fought for their independence 

and built the national identity free from the colonial past. Freire aimed to establish links with newly 

independent and freedom-fighting countries and collaborate with liberation movements, such as the 

Partido Africano da Independência da Guiné e Cabo Verde (PAIGC), Movimento Popular de 

Libertação de Angola (MPLA), and Frente de Libertação de Moçambique (FRELIMO). Also, Freire 

utilized his expertise in educational development and literacy campaigns in several African countries, 

including Tanzania, Guinea-Bissau, and Sāo Tomé, and Príncipe. 

Freire kept Marx’s ideas in his heart, aiming at the global socialist revolution and education for 

liberation. He openly admired Che Guevara’s combatant activism and efforts in the world communist 

revolution and quoted Che’s ideas in his texts. Freire interpreted Marx's theories creatively and 

combined them with different philosophical traditions such as existentialism, phenomenology, and 

liberation theology. He denounced rigid, authoritarian socialism that unproblematized the present and 

the future “as a time already known, as a given fact rather than a time in progress,” but defended 

wholeheartedly democratic socialism based on continuous dialogic among people (Freire, 2000, pp. 

48–49). As McLaren (2000, p.191) has remarked, “Freire not only held out for, but actively worked 

to create a socialist alternative to what he perceived to be the inevitable conditions brought about by 

global capitalism.”. 

Freire was a thinker who questioned black-and-white worldviews and studied philosophical 

traditions highlighting human beings’ unique position as history makers and possibilities in creating 

knowledge and constructing the social world. He was not, of course, naïve in his thinking but 

understood that history and worldmaking were, without exception, related to the questions of power 
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and posed fundamental epistemological problems. What is the essence of knowledge? Who are 

eligible to create an understanding of the social reality? He represented a revolutionary relational 

epistemology and stressed that in proper sociopolitical conditions, freed from capitalism, the world’s 

workers could (re)make the world via a dialogical process to liberate themselves and their oppressors. 

Freire moved to Europe to work in the World Council of Churches in Geneva in 1970. During 

his so-called European years, he became a sought-after speaker and traveled the world as a “pilgrim 

of the obvious,” a form of teaching and learning ideology critique. As Freire pointed out, “in this 

pilgrimage, I am learning how important it is to take the obvious as an object for critical reflection 

and, going into it more deeply, I find that it is not, at times, as obvious as it seems” (Freire, 1975, 

p.17). Especially in the developing world, he saw how the local and international property-owning 

elite class mercilessly sucked the working class's blood, and he became more convinced that Marx's 

views were correct. Thus, he never denied Marx's theories but read them critically and creatively in 

the matrix of other classic thought traditions along with ordinary people's knowledge and experiences. 

 

4 Masters and Slaves 

 

Initially, Freire adopted dialectical reasoning from G. W. F. Hegel and Karl Marx and studied 

dialectical materialism from other sources (Stańczyk, 2021). Freire did for his thinking the same Marx 

had done for Hegel and turned dialectics around to be metaphorically on its materialistic feet. The 

Hegelian dialectic progresses via contradictions, arguments, and objections to solutions and new 

contradictions. The logic is often falsely described as a thesis–antithesis–synthesis model, although 

Hegel never used any such phasing. Dialectic meant to Hegel that any “’ism’—which has a polar 

opposite, or is a special viewpoint leaving the rest to itself—must be criticized by the logic of 

philosophical thought, whose problem is reality as such, the ‘World-itself’” (Mueller, 1958). In 

simple terms, dialectical thinking means contradiction and resolving it through transcending 

opposites to result in a more advanced thought. Marx studied Hegel’s dialectic closely and founded 

his analysis of capitalism on the Hegelian concept of contradiction. In Marx’s use, the concept of 

contradiction became foundational to comprehend capitalism. At one point, Marx stated that “’in 

capitalism everything seems and in fact is contradictory’” (cited in Ollman, 2015, p.19). 

Besides dialectical thinking and concepts such as contradiction Freire also adopted from Marx 

a materialist worldview that people are creators of history and the profound view of the importance 

of power relations that constitute human subjectivity and social habitus. However, as Marx (1852) 

observed, although human beings make their history, “they do not make it as they please, they do not 

make it under self-selected circumstances.”. In principle, people created their society, institutions, 
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rules, and norms. Still, in practice, as Freire knew, the capitalist elite had reserved the first-class seats 

of history-making and ruthlessly repressed the peasants and the working class. 

Taking advice from Hegel and Marx, Freire perceived social reality as two opposing camps, 

the oppressors and the oppressed. He found this basic dialectical account in Hegel’s Phänomenologie 

des Geistes (Phenomenology of the Spirit, 1807). According to Hegel’s analogy, there are initially 

two opposite figures of consciousness. One is independent, and the other is dependent. Independent 

consciousness, which Hegel calls master (Herrschaft), is characterized by being-for-itself. Dependent 

consciousness Hegel names as a slave (Knechtschaft), and its purpose is to be a servant to Herrschaft.  

According to Hegel, the dichotomy is resolved with the development of slave consciousness, 

usually subordinate to domination. First, slave consciousness (the oppressed) depends on and serves 

the master consciousness (the oppressor) and cannot be fully human. Eventually, the oppressed, who 

live and work for the master in slave consciousness, develop their self-consciousness through work 

that “cultivates and educates,” and thus transcend their unreflective slave consciousness, even in the 

harshest work conditions, and build a mind of their own.” (Hegel, 2018, pp.115–116, italics in 

original). In Freire’s interpretation, Hegel’s narrative transformed into a political and social struggle 

led by the oppressed: 

 

Dehumanization, which marks not only those whose humanity has been stolen, but also (though 

in a different way) those who have stolen it, is a distortion of the vocation of becoming more 

fully human. This distortion occurs within history; but it is not a historical vocation. Indeed, to 

admit dehumanization as a historical vocation would lead either to cynicism or total despair. 

The struggle for humanization, for the emancipation of labor, for the overcoming of alienation, 

for the affirmation of men and women as persons would be meaningless. This struggle is 

possible only because dehumanization, although a concrete historical fact, is not a given destiny 

but the result of an unjust order that engenders violence in the oppressors, which in turn 

dehumanizes the oppressed. Because it is a distortion of being more fully human, sooner or 

later being less human leads the oppressed to struggle against those who made them so. In order 

for this struggle to have meaning, the oppressed must not, in seeking to regain their humanity 

(which is a way to create it), become in turn oppressors of the oppressors, but rather restorers 

of the humanity of both. This, then, is the great humanistic and historical task of the oppressed: 

to liberate themselves and their oppressors as well. The oppressors, who oppress, exploit, and 

rape by virtue of their power, cannot find in this power the strength to liberate either the 

oppressed or themselves. Only power that springs from the weakness of the oppressed will be 

sufficiently strong to free both (Freire, 2005, p.44.). 
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Freire's thinking included the spiritual dimension and the teachings of Jesus of Nazareth, which 

guided him to ask repeatedly: Why did some people seem to enjoy social rights and others are 

deprived of them altogether? Why was it that in many Latin American countries and elsewhere, a 

small minority owns everything, and the large majority is left with nothing? Freire saw much in 

common in the “salvation plans” of Marx and Jesus. In both, the old order was necessary to overthrow 

to build a new world. But reading Marx, Freire grasped that even the pious deeds of individuals alone, 

done in religious faith and the leadership of Jesus, would not be enough to achieve an equal society 

for all. The elimination of social inequalities required a united politico-cultural front of people and 

their allies—trade unionists, intellectuals, students, politicians, and liberatory theologians. The result 

of Freire’s reflections was that there was no justification for an unjust social order other than the 

arbitrariness of the ruling elite, who legitimated its power with the spread of lies and, when necessary, 

murderous violence. Peter McLaren has summarized Freire’s Marxist revolutionary project for 

education as follows: 

 

Freirean pedagogy is a story about the struggle for critical consciousness read against the 

powerful dialectical contradictions of capitalism that exist between productive labor and capital 

and between production and exchange and their historical linkage and development. Though to 

a large extent the guiding narratives of critical pedagogy concern the politics of interpreting 

revolutionary theory, they also constitute an immensely personal story of the journey of 

teachers toward critical consciousness. Regardless of the personal, epistemological, 

ontological, and moral paths that we choose to take as educators, at some point we have to come 

face-to-face with the naked reality of capitalist social relations in both local and global contexts. 

We cannot ignore these relations, and if we are to engage in a revolutionary educational praxis, 

we need to do more than rail against the suffering and tribulations of the oppressed and instead 

seek ways of transforming them (McLaren, 2000, pp.189–190) 

 

5 A Freirian Pedagogy for the Revolution 

 

As Paula Allman (1994) has noted, “Pedagogy of the Oppressed contains the most fully elaborated 

explication of Freire's educational philosophy.” However, what commentators sometimes ignore is 

that the book is also about the premises of political revolution and the revolutionary strategy. Freire’s 

fundamental belief is that to overcome the Hegelian analogy of Herrschaft and Knechtschaft, the 

oppressed need to join forces in a liberation struggle. Freire’s words are poetic at times, but the 
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message is indisputable: the weakness of the oppressed contains the seed of political change. What 

then are the primary conditions of that struggle? After writing the first three chapters of the Pedagogy 

of the Oppressed, Freire thought that he had finished the job and the book was ready. But after a 

while, he understood that the work was still in progress, and he had to write the concluding fourth 

chapter on revolution.  

A significant inspiration came from Cuba’s socialist revolution in 1959 and its massive literacy 

campaign launched in 1961. Based on what Freire had heard about Cuba, he discerned that the feudal 

capitalism of Latin America was severely outmoded and that those living under its authoritarianism 

could not release their full potential. For decades and centuries, the land and factory owners had been 

violently coerced peasants and workers into these brutally inhumane systems and at the same time 

reassured that there was no other option, there was no alternative. It was no wonder Freire became 

enthusiastic about socialist Cuba, Che Guevara’s model of an authentic revolutionary, and Fidel 

Castro’s courageous leadership were exemplars.  

At the end of the Pedagogy of the Oppressed (2005), Freire addressed how the revolution would 

materialize and how liberatory education could facilitate the revolutionary process. He first describes 

the theory of oppressive action. According to Freire’s conception, the ruling elite defines itself as the 

actual social agent of change or, more precisely, social and political stagnation whose primary goal 

is to preserve their power and the gritty reality of oppression. Freire calls their activities anti-dialogic 

and presents how the elite carries them out by the four techniques of domination: conquest, divide 

and rule, manipulation, and cultural invasion. Freire further noticed that a Marxist revolutionary 

educator must know these repressive methods but, more importantly, learn their opposite, the theory 

of revolutionary action. This theory comprises four pillars: dialogical cooperation between people 

and their leaders, unity and communion of all parties for liberation, a proper organization for political-

pedagogical revolution, and cultural synthesis, which transforms people into active political agents 

from mere spectators.  

In his theory of revolutionary action, Freire describes two stages of the revolutionary process. 

The first stage lies in the situation before the revolution when educators’ task is to arouse the 

oppressed’s critical consciousness in dialogical literacy campaigns and cultural activities. The second 

stage is the cultural revolution, which takes place after abolishing the oppressive capitalist society. In 

both phases, a revolutionary pedagogy seeks to strengthen and clarify people’s perception of 

themselves as agents of history. Still, in the second phase, revolutionary pedagogy becomes formal 

and systematized education as Freire puts it: “trata-se então de recriar, de ajudar na reinvenção da 

sociedade” (‘it is then a question of recreating, of helping to reinvent society’) (Gadotti, Freire & 

Guimarães, 1995; Gadotti, 1994, p. 63). The cultural revolution aims to expand people’s 
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understanding of the former society's political and social problems and help them build a new socialist 

culture and free themselves from internal oppression. The task is also to continue to develop dialogue 

and practices between leaders and the people and to ensure that all people can participate in advancing 

their lives and exercise power. 

In the Pedagogy of the Oppressed, Freire does not directly announce how the actual political 

revolution should proceed and put into practice, that is, how to take power. However, in a footnote, 

he cites a Cuban physician, Dr. Orlando Aguitre Ortiz, with whom he had discussed the subject: “The 

revolution involves three ‘P’s’: palavra, povo, e pólvora (word, people and gunpowder). The 

explosion of the gunpowder clears the people's perception of their concrete situation, in pursuit, 

through action, of their liberation.” (Freire, 2005, p.158.). For Freire, the revolutionary moment 

means a free movement of thought, for which there is no readymade formula, which must not end 

with the overthrow of capitalist social order. On the contrary, the moment of repeal liberates the 

dialogic process of continuous learning, to which everyone has the opportunity to contribute. 

Sometimes Freire expressed this idea by quoting the poet Antonio Machado’s verse (1875–1939) “the 

road is made by walking” from Proverbios y cantares ('Proverbs and Songs') in Machado’s 1912 

collection Campos de Castilla. 

The actors of liberation are the peasants (campesinos). By joining together, they form an 

organized working class with other subalterns like factory workers. Freire’s thoughts on the 

perpetrators of the revolution came from Karl Marx, who had written that in addition to the oppressor 

class, there must be another class that frees itself from the oppression. It begins to represent the 

“general liberation of society," and "is perceived and acknowledged as its general representative, a 

moment in which its claims and rights are truly the claims and rights of society itself, a moment in 

which it is truly the social head and the social heart" (Marx, 1970, p.18.) 

The question of the right moment and agents of the revolution has sometimes caused problems 

for Freire’s interpreters as if Freire would not have adhered to his principle of dialogue in addressing 

revolutionary leaders' status but instead advocated authoritarian anti-dialogue. However, such an 

emphasis cannot be found in Freire’s texts, even though he emphasizes leaders' importance in political 

and social change. Leaders are the incubators of change, but they do not own the people and have no 

right to guide them blindly toward a better future. 

Instead, Freire defined the revolutionary process as a dialogical cultural activity in which people 

develop their critical consciousness. Together they grasp their oppressed position as part of the 

capitalist society’s general oppressive conditions and mature their new understanding into class-

consciousness. As it happens, class-conscious people transform the prior oppressive reality into a 

human society that supports people’s critical education and comprehensive well-being. Freire stresses 
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that it is impossible to engage in dialogical cultural activities alone or achieve them through individual 

efforts but only by working together. Not by persuasion or manipulation but in cooperation, people 

adhere to dialogical principles to change the world. McLaren (2019, p.460) has aptly pointed out the 

Freirean focus: 

 

An individual does not have to be critically self-conscious in order to feel the obligation to help 

the poor and the dispossessed. In fact, it is in the very act of struggling that individuals become 

critically conscious and aware. Praxis begins with practice. This is the bedrock of revolutionary 

critical pedagogy’s politics of solidarity and commitment 

 

The dialogic cultural activity means collaboration with the revolutionary leaders and the people based 

on the oppressed classes’ historical and existential conditions. Peasants (or, more precisely, slaves) 

live under a unified repressive structure in latifundium, large private estates owned by capitalist 

masters. In contrast, urban workers are often controlled by more decentralized and invisible command 

structures. In both cases, cultural action aims to clarify the oppressed the objective situation that binds 

them to the oppressor. In this way, the oppressed first become aware of their oppression and then 

learn to see “themselves as persons prevented from being" (Freire, 2005, p. 174). Such critical self-

discovery means that peasants perceive “themselves as Pedro, Antonio, or Josefa,” that is, as 

individuals who understand themselves as beings who can act and think reflectively, “as transformers 

of reality. … They discover that—as people—they can no longer continue to be ‘things’ possessed 

by others; and they can move from consciousness of themselves as oppressed individuals to the 

consciousness of an oppressed class” (ibid.) However, self-discovery is difficult if the world of work 

is dehumanizing: “If for a person to be in the world of work is to be totally dependent, insecure, and 

permanently threatened— if their work does not belong to them—the person cannot be fulfilled. 

Work that is not free ceases to be a fulfilling pursuit and becomes an effective means of 

dehumanization.” (Ibid. p.145). 

Freire stressed that the leader needs to justify his actions and decisions by the general mood 

and information they receive from the people. Thus, a revolutionary project aimed at radically 

changing society’s structures cannot define its leaders as thinkers and oppressed as followers. 

Together, they develop their ability to assess the socio-historical situation and thus increase their 

decision-making power needed in the revolutionary activity. In this way, it is also possible to avoid 

making people objects of education and preventing them from experiencing social exclusion and 

converting to mere living corpses in the shadow of humanity. 
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Freire defined Fidel Castro as an exemplary leader who committed himself to the people’s cause 

and was ready to sacrifice himself for it. In Freire's interpretation, Castro was also thoughtful enough 

to gradually strengthen the Cuban people's involvement, who had already begun to break free from 

their attachment to the oppressors. In this respect, Freire seems to have thought somewhat in the same 

way as the German philosophers G. W. F. Hegel and Immanuel Kant before him that genuine 

autonomy arises in part through external authority. Therefore, leadership is usually always needed, 

but, as Freire maintains, the revolutionary leaders and the people must be mutually committed to 

human society. In comradeship, they solve contradictions and obstacles the dominant elite has 

created, and their dialogue will continue even “when power is reached; and the people know that they 

have come to power (Freire, 2005, p.164). 

Freire further justifies his emphasis on revolutionary leadership by stating that people are 

unwilling to make a political change because they have lived long as dominated and repressed and 

fear the future. They have internalized their oppressor in the conditions of “the culture of silence” 

(Freire, 1985, p.31). Thus, many hesitate to join the revolutionary movement, for they are unsure 

what the change will yield. Therefore, it is up to the revolutionary leader to convince people of the 

benefits and improvements the change enables. Convincing is not a matter of discipline and order but 

a dialogue between the leader and the people, and it also requires social and political imagination.  

After the socialist revolution, teachers and cultural workers would be essential in promoting 

liberation from slave consciousness through dialogical, revolutionary educational practices. Their 

task is to renounce the existing presumptions of a knowledgeable, determined, and vocal teacher and 

an ignorant and submissive student as a teacher's silent counterpart. They cannot do this under the 

capitalist social formations, for an authentic liberatory education is achievable only in democratic 

socialism. Of course, as critical pedagogues have pointed out (see Giroux, 1988; 2005), teachers and 

cultural workers, using their relative autonomy, can do a lot as transformative intellectuals even in 

capitalist conditions by practicing the politics and pedagogy of hope. Still, to obtain a genuinely 

liberatory educational system, capitalism must go first. That is the order of things in the revolutionary 

Freirian register.  

 

6 Conclusion 

 

Freire has been an inspiration for scholars and educators for decades. He kept repeating that he did 

not want to construct a doctrinal system (McLaren & Giroux, 1994), for he was afraid that it might 

dogmatize his thinking and turn him into a pillar of salt, like Lot’s wife in the bible. Instead, he wanted 
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to stay, as he put it, in the permanent state of search, open to change, and avoid the possibility of 

closing himself in the labyrinth of monolithic truths of his invention (Freire, 1993). Freire’s thinking 

has offered an open floor for social and political reinventions underlining human solidarity and the 

need for revolutionary changes where they need to be made, and the struggle for social, educational, 

cultural, and health services whenever they have been under threat. Freire invites everyone to join 

forces for a just world. There is a profound political, and pedagogical message in Freire’s words as 

McLaren (2000, p.202) has sharply remarked: 

 

Unity in diversity’”—a key phrase in Freire’s later writings—means that all oppressed groups 

should come together in an effort to struggle against inequality in all of its odious 

manifestations. The implications in this effort are internationalist in scope and designed to 

promote a coalitional alliance in which one mode of collective organizing does not trump all 

others. But it is important to remember that though, for Freire, ‘unity in diversity’ opened up 

genuine political fusion in broad, international alliances, it did not require struggle to be 

uniform. Freire implicitly recognized struggle as an embodied materiality that constituted 

multiple bonds of belonging but also conflicting positions within the collectivity 

 

In the spirit of Freire, we need to learn a culture of listening but also a culture of critical questioning, 

and we can start—that is, recollect the fundamental questions—by following Raju Das (2021): What 

is the primary social division in the current societies? Is it between “a vast majority of people with 

little or no control over the means of production (land, mines, factories, research labs, etc.), …  and 

a small minority, which do?” Or between those Freire termed as the oppressed and the oppressors? 

Or something else, perhaps between men and women, or non-Whites and Whites, or asylum-seekers 

and citizens? Is it “the case that the wealth of those who control society’s resources – say, top 1% to 

10% – comes basically from the fact that those who do the work receive in the form of wages/salary 

only a part of the value they produce?” (Das, 2021). 

A Freirian educator asks further, what is the state’s fundamental role? Is it “to preserve the 

existing property relations by the actual use of force and/or the threat of force and by the use of 

material and ideological interventions that make people actively or passively accept the current social 

arrangements?” (Das, 2021). Are capitalist societies pleasant places where all is well only if people 

work harder and follow protestant ethics and other dubious moral values? What are the overall 

functions of the nation-states? Are the nation-states the servant bedfellows of transnational 
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corporations? Or can they be developed into genuine socialist democracies and serve the needs of the 

people? 

Should societies protect their inhabitants and newcomers and provide everyone decent living 

standards, education, health care, medicine, and housing? Or should these be left to the hidden hand 

of the market? What are the functions of workers’ unions, NGOs, and local communities in civilized 

and humane societies? What is the future of the world? A mildly better version of the current capitalist 

model, or a place, “where there is economic and political democracy; where productive resources are 

democratically and collectively controlled by men and women of different races and nationalities not 

to produce profit for a few but to meet human needs in an egalitarian, peaceful and ecologically 

sustainable and geographically equitable manner; and where there is little distinction between manual 

and mental labour and between rural and urban areas?” (Das, 2021, p.4.) 

With these questions in mind, we remember that Freire was a philosopher of praxis, who 

practiced “a radical educational praxis, a method of analysis and a conception of the world that 

involves a dialectical comprehension of reality and a dialogical unity with the people” (McLaren, 

2000, p.191). By questioning, learning, and traveling, he followed the maxim, Iris Murdoch once 

presented, that any “moral philosophy must be inhabited” (Murdoch, 2014, p.46). Questions and 

critical questioning are vital, as is the radical analysis that goes to the roots of the problems, but they 

are not enough. In addition, revolutionary educational alliances also need to join forces with left-wing 

parties and activists willing to question the mighty of capitalist business serving the people’s minority 

and ready to smash the money changers tables and expel the merchants from the Temples of 

humanity. The root of the problem is not “entrenched corporate interests” of the “Big Mules” 

(McLaren, 2019, p.448), but transnational capitalism itself. Still, good starting points for the 

revolutionary political gambit could be banks, the stock markets, multinational corporations, 

commercial media, and marketing businesses. Freirian revolutionary teachers and activists must 

transcend the market mechanism to escape the catastrophic consequences of transnational capitalism. 

Freire accentuated that social reality is an entity “in the making” and “the result of the practice 

of human beings on reality” (Freire, 1975, p.14); it is not a realm of necessity, but freedom. It consists 

of different relationships, one of which is the relationship between the oppressed and the oppressors. 

The historical and socio-cultural world is a human creation, and thus, humans can change it. The 

world is not a static entity, as Friedrich Engels (1886, para. 5, italics in original) pointed out: 

 

The world is not to be comprehended as a complex of readymade things, but as a complex of 

processes, in which the things apparently stable, no less than their mind images in our heads, 

the concepts, go through an uninterrupted change of coming into being and passing away, in 



 15 

which, in spite of all seeming accidentally and of all temporary retrogression, a progressive 

development asserts itself in the end 

 

It is decisive to shed light intersectionally on those social relations, policies, and institutional 

bureaucratic practices that reproduce oppression, poverty, and various forms of exclusion that 

threaten to destroy the entire planet and its habitats. People need to explore alternative ways of being 

and living. They should be active in social movements that defend democracy, human rights, and the 

struggle against right-wing authoritarianism and populist totalitarianism. Thus, they realize that an 

“otro mundo es possible” (‘another world is possible’). 

Revolutionary social activism helps us understand the connections between our own lived 

experiences and other people and the construction of history. In this way, we can also grasp the 

relationship between our biographies and history and turn private problems into collective social 

issues (Mills, 2000). In teaching the new agents of socialist change, as McLaren (2000, p.201) states, 

“the preferential option is to listen to the voices that are sounded from the standpoint of the oppressed” 

and “maintain an internationalist focus so that meaning-making is not embedded only in the militant 

particularism and interpretations of geographically delimited communities, and conscientization is 

not something that is confined to the context of a community-situated praxis with its idiographic 

singularity.”. 

These societal issues give rise to mass movements and political projects that spread 

participants’ ideas, develop new ideas, and propose solutions to societal problems. Revolutionary 

teachers and cultural workers need to become revolutionary social agents “committed both to a grasp 

of the contiguity of power and knowledge and to the necessity of social transformation, a position 

that mainstream pedagogy disablingly ignores. Such a transformation must occur from below” 

(McLaren, 2000, p.199). 

Using Marx and Engels’ (1848) words, the oppressed become the “gravediggers of capitalism,” 

a uniting force to overthrow the destructive capitalist social system. In Freirian dialogical processes, 

participants understand what it means to be an authentic human actor and an agent of history as they 

imagine and build a new sustainable future. Their actions relate to their own experiences and needs, 

and they actively refuse to accept the elite's ideology, bogus claims, and attitudes. Freirian 

revolutionary teachers and researchers learn in revolutionary praxis, among other necessary skills, to 

be political agents. In the struggle for a better world, they utilize their theoretical knowledge and 

research, outlining the possibilities of a different world. In the joint action, they observe, gather 

information, discuss, write, and publish their findings. Most of all, they participate in negotiation 

processes and collective work to critically rewrite, reinvent, and transform the world.  
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Researchers and people need each other, and they must join forces! In the Freirian study circles 

and other platforms and venues, including the Internet, they learn together against the ideological 

myths and outright lies that govern and oppress them. They become critically aware of how the ruling 

elite uses and abuses power, especially in conjunction with economic and military might, in ways that 

threaten individual human development and the planet’s future. In times of multiple systemic crises, 

such as unprecedented capitalist greed, menacing climate change, and global pandemics, which we 

cannot eliminate by hoping, the Freirian legacy offers tools to critical reflection and acting on these 

crises. Revolutionary scholars and journalists reveal the hideous faces of capitalism, e.g., the 

privatization of Covid-19 and other vaccines, although nation-states have poured giant amounts of 

funding into vaccine research, technology and production.  

In fighting the future biological virus-attacks, it is as urgent to remember to resist the political-

cognitive-economic viruses of hyper-intensive global capitalism, enhanced by trillions of digital 

transactions per day, too. To beat the five intrinsic, entwined features of disaster capitalism—the 

hyperaccumulation of capital, compulsive growth, extractivism, coloniality, and corruptive politics 

(Hosseini, 2020)— to avoid the ecosystem’s downfall and construct a new planetary order based on 

political and social equalities, atmospheric fairness and ecojustice, we need revolutionary Freirian 

communion, solidarity, and political struggle (see Kyllönen, 2017; Misiaszek, 2019).  

As Freire said, united in all colors of the rainbow, people can abolish capitalism, stop inhumane 

economic forces, and reverse destructive economic-technological development: “The future belongs 

to the Peoples and not to the Empires” (Freire, 2004, p.56). 
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