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Abstract

In this article, we introduce some of the key
tenets of Paulo Freire’s pedagogical vision
of education for peace, social justice and
democracy, and some limitations in terms

of its application. In doing so, we aim to
demonstrate its relevance and importance to
conflict-affected contexts.
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Introduction

While Paulo Freire did not use the term
‘empowerment’ directly, his emphasis on

education as a means to critical consciousness

and transformation for social justice provides an
important backdrop for social activists concerned
with empowering the poor and marginalised (Rai

et al., 2007). At its heart lays a pedagogy for
empowerment and transformation, with relevance
to all those seeking to tackle social injustice in its
various forms (gender, race, ethnicity, class, caste to
name but a few). As Mayo (2013: 36) suggests, ‘it
is an education that is dynamic and which prepares
people for a world not as it is, but as it should be’.
This alternative vision of education, we believe, can
offer a useful tool to engage in educational research,
policy making and practice in conflict-affected
contexts.

In this article, we will introduce some of the key
tenets of Freire’s pedagogy and its relevance

to education in conflict-affected contexts,

before highlighting some of its limitations. It is
not an attempt to present Freire’s vision as a
comprehensive or coherent whole, a framework or
method. Freire was often the first to deny it could
be such a thing (Freire, 1998). Instead, it aims

to present some of the key concepts of Freire’s
pedagogy and its evolutions under later scholars,
to highlight fundamental themes we believe to be
relevant to conflict-affected contexts today.

Freire in theory

Central to Freire’s work is the emphasis on the
political nature of education. For Freire, education
is always for either domestication or liberation.



Traditional education approaches are seen
adopting what Freire terms ‘banking education’,
where codified knowledge chosen by those who
control power in society is inculcated uncritically
in learners who are treated as passive recipients
(Freire, 2000). Through this process, education
can domesticate and normalise political, social
and cultural views that serve reproduction of
existing power relationships and ideologies of

the ruling class (Bourdieu, 1984; Freire, 2000).
These processes of indoctrination prevail equally
in authoritarian, progressive and democratic
societies. Liberal Western education has been
criticised for disconnecting learners from the basic
principles of humanity such as love, compassion,
mutuality and social justice in favour of commercial,
market orientated based learning (Bourdieu,

1984; Pherali, 2016). In these contexts, education
becomes a means of depositing neo-liberal
agendas that serve the capitalist model of society.

In contrast, Freire (2000) suggests education

can liberate individuals from their acceptance of
the status-quo and their inability to effect social
change. The educator’s role is to create a learning
environment where learners are active and equal
participants in a democratic learning process.
Knowledge is not possessed by the educator,
but co-constructed and co-investigated between
participants. Through this process, participants
aim to move beyond ‘banking education’ and
engage in critical dialogue to raise awareness of
social realities (Freire, 2000); or as Ira Shor once
put it, ‘extraordinarily re-experiencing the ordinary
(Shor, 1979). Freire terms this new awareness
‘conscientization’, and believes that with it,
individuals can recognise their potential and take
action according to their new understanding (Freire,
1974). The goal of conscientization therefore, is

not just to deepen understanding, but to invoke
‘praxis’; that is, informed action understood to
have the power to challenge oppressive structures
(Freire, 1974). Learners then observe and reflect on
the impact of their action, drawing on their evolving
knowledge, self-efficacy and ability in order to
revise their actions in a continuous cycle of learning
and engagement (Bajaj, this issue).

3

Praxis therefore, by its very nature, will manifest in
disparate forms, directed by individual’s evolving
conscientization and newfound agendas. While
at the heart of Freirean pedagogy lay a political
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agenda for social justice, the conceptualisation

of that justice and the means of achieving it lay in
the hands of the participants who are encouraged
to draw on wider contexts outside the educational
setting (Biesta, 1998; Mayo, 2004).

Freire in practice

Freire outlines a literacy method to be used in
practice, which can be instrumental for both
educators and learners in conflict-affected
contexts. The educator’s role is initially to gain
knowledge of the community through immersion,
interviews and observations. The educator then
codifies the information gathered under a number
of themes that relate to the participants’ lives.
Questions may, for example, orientate around
the availability of education, health care, an
ongoing conflict or forced migration. Educators
then facilitate investigation of these topics,
assisted by indirectly related pictures that allow
participants to explore the realities of these
situations and become gradually aware that the
problems in their lives have causes which can
be addressed through action. Through a second
phase, participants will deconstruct a series of
‘generative words’ that relate to the themes in
order to begin to learn the mechanics of the
studied language (Taylor, 1993; Freire, 2000).

One of the most accessible and extensive
resources for its practical implementation today

is Reflect (Archer and Cottingham, 1996), a
development programme underpinned by the
Freirean philosophy of conscientization. Key

to the Reflect approach is creating a space of
learning where people can feel comfortable to
meet and discuss issues relevant to them with the
aim of improving their meaningful participation in
decision-making and practical action.

Freire in conflict-affected contexts

A number of scholars have highlighted a role

for critical pedagogies in a range of disciplines,
including globalisation and ecology (Bowers

and Apffel-Marglin, 2006), health education and
wellbeing (Wallerstein, 2006; Wiggins, 2012),
gender (Weiler, 1988), the mitigation of extremism
(Davies, 2009) and youth education (Mclnerney,
2009). One we believe to be particularly relevant
to current initiatives in conflict-affected contexts is
peace education.
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Since the end of the Second World War, peace
has often been referred to as the prevention of
inter-state conflicts in which education is viewed
as a crucial process in socialising young people
(Lerch and Buckner, 2018). Today, education is
increasingly recognised as key to creating a culture
of peace through the transformation of societal
divisions and conflict into peaceful and sustainable
relationships (UNICEF, 2011). It highlights the
importance of not only ceasing violence (negative
peace) but challenging the root causes of violence
(positive peace); that is, dealing with the structures
and cultures that reproduce unequal power and
conditions of life chances (Galtung, 1990). These
approaches are underpinned by the transformative
agendas proposed by Freire (2000) and others

in order to enable collaboration and engagement
in socially transformative efforts to curb violent
and oppressive attitudes, behaviours, knowledge
paradigms and social structures, which are key to
peaceful coexistence (Gill and Niens, 2014; Bajaj,
2015).

Subsequently, there has been increasing calls over
the past decade for a critical peace education.
Rooted in a Freirean analysis of consciousness
raising it attends to power, local meanings, and
enabling voice, participation and agency through
the peace education process (Bajaj, this issue).

Critiques and challenges of Freire
in conflict-affected contexts

Freirean pedagogies face both theoretical and
practical challenges (Blackburn, 2000). We

have chosen to focus here on six challenges

we perceive to be particularly relevant to
conflict-affected contexts today. First, Freire’s
binary concepts, such as oppressed vs oppressor,
and banking vs liberation, have been challenged as
a simplistic understanding of reality that can hide
the far more complex lived experience of difference
(Taylor, 1993). Pherali (2016: 198) for example,
critiques the concept of banking education,
suggesting ‘the idea that pupils and educators

are passive recipients of hegemonic curricula
imposed by the state and can therefore do nothing
about the role of education in reproducing social
inequalities is essentially flawed’. Instead, therefore,
it is important to recognise that resistance to the
structural determinants of the education system
can also emerge within the autonomy of a school,

while simultaneously recognising oppression
as an active phenomenon affecting learners’
incentive and ability to constructively do so
(Apple, 1995; McLaren, 1998; O’Brien and
O’Shea, 2011).

Second, the concept of dialogue as a tool to
overcome oppression is criticised for overlooking
the potential for open forums to become a
microcosm of more complex lived experiences,
where intersecting inequalities such as wealth,
gender, race and ethnicity exclude or submerge
the voices and agendas of the marginalised and
in turn risk reinforcing rather than challenging
injustices (Ellsworth, 1989; Burbules, 2000;
Choules, 2007).

Third, is the possibility that educators may be
unable or unwilling to use their position for
liberation, instead manipulating those over which
they (potentially) have power (Burbules, 2000).
For these critics, the assumption that dialogue
serves democracy, promotes communication
across difference, and enables the active
co-construction of new knowledge is contested
by its potential to be hijacked in order to promote
agendas under the guise of empowerment.

Fourth, despite the development of numerous
frameworks for attempting to measure

or understand empowerment processes
(Zimmerman and Zahniser, 1991; Naraya, 2005;
Peterson et al., 2011; Oxfam, 2017), there is still
a belief that ‘human agency is indeterminate and
hence, unpredictable in a way that is antithetical
to requirements of measurement’ (Kabeer,

1999: 462). Yet donors, governments and

other stakeholders insist on measurement and
translation of programme outcomes into metrics
that serve those competing for scarce resources
(Kabeer, 1999; Natsios, 2011). Subsequently,
practitioners are at risk of being driven towards
manipulation of transformative programming
into its more measurable ‘banking’ counterpart
or are deterred from the implementation of such
pedagogies at the outset.

Finally, empowerment programmes underpinned
by Freirean pedagogies may be unrecognised
and unaccredited, which can compromise
learners’ ability to gain access to work or further
education and training (Singh, 2018; UNESCO,
2018). As has been the case with Syrian refugee
youth, without accreditation and recognition



of qualifications, prospects for progression into
further education or employment opportunities can
be diminished and subsequently learners are less
likely to engage in non-accredited empowerment
programmes (Ahmadzadeh et al., 2014). When
learners do enrol in accredited programmes,
previous research has found that learners can view
critical reflection as antithetical to the goal of gaining
accreditation, leading to the manipulation of the
programme into its uncritical, banking counterpart
(Magee and Pherali, 2017).

Conclusion

This paper has highlighted some of the key tenets
of Freire’s vision for an alternative pedagogy, its
relevance and importance to conflict-affected
contexts and some caveats in terms of its
application. It is not intended as a framework or
method, but an introduction to some of the principles
of a liberatory education aimed at encouraging
further exploration of Freirean pedagogies and their
interrelated concepts; many of which are introduced
in this special edition. By presenting some critiques
and challenges to the approach, it has also aimed
to highlight areas for future research and action
required to realise a Freirean vision of education for
peace with social justice.
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