
University of Massachusetts - Amherst
ScholarWorks@UMass Amherst

Participatory Research & Practice Center for International Education

1985

"Dialogue is Not a Chaste Event." Comments by
Paulo Freire on Issues in Participatory Research
Paul Jurmo

Follow this and additional works at: http://scholarworks.umass.edu/
cie_participatoryresearchpractice

Part of the Education Commons

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Center for International Education at ScholarWorks@UMass Amherst. It has been
accepted for inclusion in Participatory Research & Practice by an authorized administrator of ScholarWorks@UMass Amherst. For more information,
please contact scholarworks@library.umass.edu.

Jurmo, Paul, ""Dialogue is Not a Chaste Event." Comments by Paulo Freire on Issues in Participatory Research" (1985). Participatory
Research & Practice. 2.
http://scholarworks.umass.edu/cie_participatoryresearchpractice/2

http://scholarworks.umass.edu?utm_source=scholarworks.umass.edu%2Fcie_participatoryresearchpractice%2F2&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://scholarworks.umass.edu/cie_participatoryresearchpractice?utm_source=scholarworks.umass.edu%2Fcie_participatoryresearchpractice%2F2&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://scholarworks.umass.edu/cie?utm_source=scholarworks.umass.edu%2Fcie_participatoryresearchpractice%2F2&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://scholarworks.umass.edu/cie_participatoryresearchpractice?utm_source=scholarworks.umass.edu%2Fcie_participatoryresearchpractice%2F2&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://scholarworks.umass.edu/cie_participatoryresearchpractice?utm_source=scholarworks.umass.edu%2Fcie_participatoryresearchpractice%2F2&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/784?utm_source=scholarworks.umass.edu%2Fcie_participatoryresearchpractice%2F2&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://scholarworks.umass.edu/cie_participatoryresearchpractice/2?utm_source=scholarworks.umass.edu%2Fcie_participatoryresearchpractice%2F2&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:scholarworks@library.umass.edu


( T\' IT/\ J()J.: i\ rll\,\'i\ /i( I\'·\/_! f 'lil . \TIO,\ 

l':11\'f'f"ity ut \L-t<...-.,,1d1u<-.e~:~ 
.A1nlw1·q "'-L"'· Oi0l'' -- l' ~A 

ISl\N 0 932288 78 2 

"Dialogue is ot 
a Chaste Event.'' 
Comments by Paulo Freire on 
issues in participatory research 

Compiled by Paul Jurmo 



Related Center Publications 

Learniq; to Listen - Jane K. Vella 

ll.c.o Meaning of Conscicntizacao - W i I Ii am A. Smith 

1\onformal Education as an ErnpChlering Process - Suz;:inne Kindervattcr 

Participator.· Commmicarion in Nonformal Education - John Cami ngs 

1he Participatory Process: Producing Photo Literature 
John Comings and Bonnie J. Cain 

"Dialogue is Not a Chaste Event." 

Compiled by 

Paul Jurmo 

CENTER FOR INTERNATIONAL EDU CA T!Of\! 

SCHOOL OF EDUCATION 
Hills House South 

University of Massachusetts 
Amherst, Mass. 01003 - U.S.A. 



Related Center Publications 

Learniq; to Listen - Jane K. Vella 

ll.c.o Meaning of Conscicntizacao - W i I Ii am A. Smith 

1\onformal Education as an ErnpChlering Process - Suz;:inne Kindervattcr 

Participator.· Commmicarion in Nonformal Education - John Cami ngs 

1he Participatory Process: Producing Photo Literature 
John Comings and Bonnie J. Cain 

"Dialogue is Not a Chaste Event." 

Compiled by 

Paul Jurmo 

CENTER FOR INTERNATIONAL EDU CA T!Of\! 

SCHOOL OF EDUCATION 
Hills House South 

University of Massachusetts 
Amherst, Mass. 01003 - U.S.A. 



ISBN 0 932288 78 2 

Copyright © /1985J The Center for International Educntion 

DIAWGUK IS NOT A CHASn: EVENT: Comments by Paulo Freire on 
Issues in Participatory Research is a publication of the Center 
for International Education, School of Education at the University 
of .'1Rssachusetts at Amherst. 

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced 
or transmitted without the written consent of the publisher. 
Inquiries may be addressed to: 

Publications Director 
The Center for International t:ducation 

Room 287 ffil ls /louse Sou Ui 
Unii.-·ersity of Hassachusctts, 

Amherst, HA. 01003 

Photographs by Gudrun Forsberg 

Cover design, layout and typography by David McCurry 

Artwork by Michel Marie, 1981 



ISBN 0 932288 78 2 

Copyright © /1985J The Center for International Educntion 

DIAWGUK IS NOT A CHASn: EVENT: Comments by Paulo Freire on 
Issues in Participatory Research is a publication of the Center 
for International Education, School of Education at the University 
of .'1Rssachusetts at Amherst. 

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced 
or transmitted without the written consent of the publisher. 
Inquiries may be addressed to: 

Publications Director 
The Center for International t:ducation 

Room 287 ffil ls /louse Sou Ui 
Unii.-·ersity of Hassachusctts, 

Amherst, HA. 01003 

Photographs by Gudrun Forsberg 

Cover design, layout and typography by David McCurry 

Artwork by Michel Marie, 1981 



2 INTRODUCTION 

This booklet offers a candid glimpse of Paulo 
Freire's thought in action as he reacts to specific 
issues raised in a field experience. The case 
is one of a nonformal education program in Africa 
that includes an attempt to encourage participation 
of villagers and lower level staff members in 
evaluating and planning the project. This effort 
runs into problems which in turn pose questions 
for the practitioner. How do you deal with a lack 
of interest in participation on the part of the 
villagers or staff? What about the resistance 
of authorities to real participation and its impli
cations? How ethical is it for outsiders to intervene 
in the affairs of others? As a project member 
describes the program setting and poses such dilemmas 
which faced them, Freire responds to each one. His 
reflections typically start with conceptual or 
interpretive dimensions of the issue but then 
proceed to the practical level of "what to do?" 

The exchange took place on February 23, 1984, 
at the Center for International Education, 
University of Massachusetts. We have decided to 
publish these selected proceedings from that three 
hour session because the issues addressed are 
typical and critical ones, not only in participatory 
research or evaluation but also in participatory 
programs or community development. Educators, 
researchers or community developers, whether working 
in the United States or abroad, might all be interested 
in what Freire has to say when these particular 
issues are posed. Some readers already familiar 
with Freire's writings will be intrigued by the 
style and flow of his impromptu oral expression. 
Those less familiar (see the bibliography at the 
end of the booklet) will be able to see ways in 
which conceptual considerations may be applied 
to a specific experience in the field. 

The visit that brought Paulo Freire from Brazil 
to the University for three weeks in February 
was arranged by a planning group in the Education 
and Sociology departments, and was the first of 
a projected series of similar visits in the coming 
years. The Center for International Education, 
however, has had an intermittent intellectual 
if not personal relationship with Freire over 
the past 15 years. His Eedagogy __ Qf _tJ1e ___ Qppr_essed 
inspired much of the approach taken in the Center's 
rural nonformal education project in Ecuador in 
the early nineteen seventies, and components of 
other field projects since then. Center members, 
who come from diverse national backgrounds and 
typically have had a significant amount of previous 
field experience, have individually experimented 
with dialogical education in Latin America, Africa, 
Asia and even in Western Massachusetts. Several 
have also written about Freirian ideas from differnt 
vantage points. Many of them are committed to 
the ideas which are embodied in Freire's writings. 

3 
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4 "Dialogue is not a chaste event ... " 

In such endeavors the Center and its members 
have not always clearly understood or applied 
Freire's ideas and intentions, have not always 
been fully cognisant of his basic assertion that 
every educational act is a political act. Even 
with a clear reading, the implications of his 
thought and example take one to uneasy frontiers: living 
and sharing with the oppressed; the risk and responsi
bility of violent repression and reaction; and 
the unfashionably soft values of love, faith and 
hope. Then there is the impinging world. Center 
members trying to evolve and implement kindred 
ideas in the field know only too well the tensions 
between an ideology of bottom-up empowerment through 
dialogue and a world of top-down authority lines, 
funding and habits of thought. Not the least of 
which are the inconsistancies we are all heir 
to! 

Whatever the debate over contradictions in 
those using Freirian ideas, and in Freire himself, 
the stimulus of his example and moral-political 
stance has often produced movement along new and 
creative lines. 

Why dialogue and participatory research in 
this session? Coinciding with Freire's visit, 
I was starting a new seminar at the Center on 
"Alternative Research Strategies and Skills.': 
The initial purpose was to examine paradigm3 and 
cases in which the research process involves and 
empowers people rather than only uses them as 
a source of information to be conveyed to others. 
Included in these paradigms and cases were those 
in which action was a more intimate part of the 
research. Through this inquiry, and a consideration 
of qualities and skills of observing, listening 
or dialogue needed to carry out such alternatives, 
it was hoped that participants could have a basis 
for making decisions about new purposes and approaches 
in their own work in education. Freire's conceptual-

ization of dialogue - an interactive process through 
which humans reflect and analyze, become able 
to name and understand their situation in the 
world and hence to act on it and transform it 
- was a natural starting point. Marrying reflection 
and action, we acted to invite Freire to join 
us in this seminar and reflect on dialogue with 
us. 

5 

A note on how the session came to be organized 
the way it was. After reading Freire's publications, 
looking at Freire-inspired case studies and comparing 
ideas with our own experience, the seminar developed 
a series of questions that we felt needed to be 
examined more carefully. With these in mind, we 
considered alternatives of how best to use the 
sessions with Freire. The decision to engage him 
in a dialogue around a few real problems encountered 
in a field experince was based on a sense that 
dealing with a few central issues would be more 
productive than with our previous list. It was 
also influenced by past experience in conferences 
with Freire which were often plagued by multiple 
agendas, scattered questioning and abstractions. We 
asked Paul Jurmo, a Center member who had recently 
returned from one and a half years working in 
an African rural adult education program, to present 
some problems he or his team encountered in trying 
to implement their version of a dialogical approach. 
Consequently, the session began with Jurmo giving 
an oral summary of the context of the case and 
what was attempted (a written synopsis had been 
handed out previously), and then posing the first 
critical issue. Paulo responded to Paul, commenting 
on the issue and speculating on how he might have 
dealt with it. This cycle was repeated around 
two more issues. The list of questions developed 
by the seminar were on the wall, and included 
the three posed by J urmo. Other questions were 
subsequently brought into less structured and 
informal exchanges with Freire over refreshments. 
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The Paulo-Paul exchange, which is our concern 
here, was therefore both structured and open. We 
wanted to know not only what Freire had to say 
about some troubling issues, but also how he would 
go about advising the practitioner. So as the 
overall inquiry was a joint one, in this one-on-one 
exchange Freire in effect was given points to 
start from and come back to in his own way. In 
the process he touched upon a number of sub-topics: 

Meaning of dialogue and the act of knowing 
Indigenous ways of knowing 
Directiveness and manipulation 
Why those "at the top" resist dialogue 
Tactics in the context of strategy 
The educator as politician 
Motives for going to another culture 
Unlearning about another culture 
The need to listen 

!!ere, the presentation of the case and specific 
issues by Paul Jurmo are paraphrased and set in 
italics. Excerpts of the comments by Paulo Freire 
are basically the words and sequence of a transcript 
from a tape of the class session. Occasionally 
connecting words have been added to clarify the 
flow, and in this sense Freire's comments are 
also paraphrased. For those who are not familiar 
with writings by Freire, or would be interested 
in selected publications related to Freire's thought, 
the bibliography included at the end of this booklet 
should prove useful. 

Center for 
International Education 
Amherst, Massachusetts 

David Kinsey 
January, 1985 

THE CASE 7 
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8 "Dialogue is not a chaste event ... " 
-----------~·-~. ------------------·--------~---

In the summer of 1982 I started work as an adult 
education advisor to a farmer co-op education 
program in Africa. The program's purpose was to 
increase farmers' understanding of their own co
operative marketing system and also raise the 
level of participation in the management of the 
co-ops. 

Many of the farmers had asked to be taught enough 
arithmetic to be able to read the scales on which 
their crops were weighed for sale and the receipts 
which were issued to them. The farmers had enough 
reason to mistrust the marketing agents and learning 
how to read the scales would be a useful tool 
in securing one aspect of their livelihood. 

The program had gotten off to a good start 
with enthusiastic reception by villagers and dedicated 
extension workers. I observed that as time went 
on, however, the farmer participants and the extension 
work instructors tended to wait for direction 
and supplies from the centralized civil service 
headquaters, which in turn were often unable or 
unwilling to give their support. Field level learners 
and facilitators thus tended to nsit and waitn 
rather than see the program as their own, something 
they could bend or shape and make succeed despite 
lack of support nfrom the topn. With some like-
minded co-workers, I began implementing a dialogical 
aspect in the education program by introducing 
new methods in the village numeracy classes which 
emphasized relating the basic material to everyday 
situations. Through such exercises, the farmers 
would be able to see how they could use their 
education to improve their day to day lives. Also 
we made an attempt to de-centralize the management 
of the program to help foster a feeling of control 
among the village extension workers and other 
lower level staff of the project. 

THE CASE 9 

These changes initially met with relatively 
good response from the farmers and the extension 
workers, but gradually there emerged a growing 
resistance from the top of the management structure. 
Our requests for moral and logistical support 
were often ignored and eventually I was told by 
a key administrator that he had no need for group 
decision making. I was allowed to stay with the 
program in a lame duck role for my final four 
months there, but most of the changes I and my 
colleagues had worked for were not implemented. 

I think some background to the situation might 
be useful as well. About one year before my arrival 
there had been an attempted coup d'etat led by 
a charismatic, self-styled Marxist-Leninist. This 
rebellion had been quickly put down with the aid 
of a neighboring army. There was an initial mass 
arrest of many people suspected of being involved 
with the planning of the coup and the official 
disbanding of a few opposition parties. Since 
then there are stil.I occasional arrests made and 
this all leads to a stifling of public criticism 
of the present government and its supporters. 
The people of this country are generally traditional, 
agricultural based village dwellers. In the modern 
sectors in the city there is a strong pro-west 
bias in both culture and economy and a hierarchy 
of government decision makers. Age and apparent 
'paper qualifications' are the determining factors 
in this hierarchy. In the more traditional villages 
however, decision making is more participatory 
in nature. Even so, implementing dialogue in the 
village classes was not often easy. 
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As we tried to promote dialogue among villagers 
or lower staff members and engage their participation 
in managing their coop education activities, we 
sometimes confronted a lack of interest in such 
reflection and decision-making. We speculated 
that there might be a number of reasons for this. 
One such reason might have been the relatively 
foreign idea of people from lower strata of the 
society entering into dialogue, let alone decision 
making, about a "government" program. We were 
thus confronted with the question: 

What do we do when the people with whom we 
work don't show interest in the ideas of 
dialogical analysis and participatory decision 
making? 

ISSUE and RESPONSE: PART 1 

We first need a critical understanding of dialogue. 
If we don't understand the meaning of dialogue 
and the role of dialogue in the process of knowing, 
we risk taking dialogue as a kind of magical instrument 
with which we maybe can fight against the traditional 
way of teaching. The question is not teaching. 
The question is knowing. 

11 

What does it mean to know? Knowing is a permanent 
human process, not an individual event but a social 
one, an historical one, a cultural one. It becomes 
interesting, for example, when I am alone in my 
study in Sao Paulo and I am trying to know, to 
make research. It is a dialectical act. Apparently 
I am by myself but I am not alone. First, because 
the act with which I am involved is not just my 
own. It has been shaped by the social acts with 
which I have been involved. 

In examining this act of knowing, we've reached 
the nature of the event of knowing. It is not 
a mere technique to be applied. It is also not 
a favor which we grant to the students. Dialogue 
with others is necessary to the act of knowing. 

The act of knowing does not take place in the 
air. On the contrary, it takes place in the human 
space, cultural space, historical space. The act 
of knowing is not neutral. It is impossible to 
know neutrally. We have to be aware of the political 
dimensions of the act of knowing. We also have 
to be aware of the political consequences of the 
act of knowing. Knowing is not merely to speak 
about reality. On the contrary, knowing is to 
try to go into the intimacy of reality in order 
to grasp its internal movement. The internal movement 
of reality has to do with the understanding of 
contradictions of reality. Grasping the contradictions 
means to touch problems of power, the interests 
of power. 
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from the point of view of the power establishment, 
their interest with respect to an educational 
program of this type is another one altogether. 
For me, when you confront a situation like this 
most of the people you are dealing with are conditioned 
by the traditional way of teaching. Nevertheless, 
part of them accepts something apparently new. The 
other part of them does not accept it for different 

. h - "b tt " reasons, sometimes t e pressw·e to get a e er 
life for themselves. Sometimes they feel that 
if they try to better understand reality, they 
are wasting their time. They would pref er to give 
up their knowledge rather than use their time 
seeking knowledge through patient dialogue with 
others. We have this kind of situation at the 
universities where you must have thousands of 
students asking to 'eat' knowledge. (laughter) 
Yes! I had it at University when I taught 

~~~~ I 
there. "Give me food!", as knowledge. It s an 
old ideology scraped up all over the world. 

You could have different ways of confronting 
this type of situation which nevertheless can 
be magical. I will not say "I do this, I do that." 
I have however had situations like this before. 

first, I think that you have to respond to 
the group, answering the expectations of the group. 
Then you must become banking educators at that 
point. When they ask you to give knowledge as 
food you have to give it. But by starting this 
process, you have to begin to challenge them. Even 
if it means that you have just five minutes, you 
begin to challenge them about their expectations. 
You ask them, "What are your reasons for asking 
this?" By so doing you are again returning to 
a critical understanding of the situation. You 
are trying to enable them to understand their 
request. 

Indigenous ways of knowing 
- -- --------··------

You could then go deeper into this kind of 
dialogue with them as you see fit. They can begin 
to analyze their ideology, for example. It's not 
necessary to speak explicitly about ideology. But 
they will begin to understand that there are some 
things which they are not seeing and touching, 
nevertheless reaching, which have conditioned 
them to act as they do. It is a matter of understanding 
society, and you could talk about the traditions 
in Africa, which is also a valid way of helping 
them to understand their situation. 

In a country with an oral memory, there are 
necessarily those in the group who have a vast 
knowledge because of their age, because in those 
countries age means library. You see that? Yes! 
An African man my age. Do you realize the qmmtity 
of books an African man of my age has? Here in 
the body, not just in the memory. In the body. 
One of the jobs which a community in such a culture 
has for old people is the role of teaching history, 
tradition, knowledge. In order to do that, an 
old man sits clown here, and over here a group 
of young people listen to him. By telling his 
stories in this way, he produces the history of 
the culture. In that culture, this is the way 
to get knowledge. 

But suddenly a white man arrives and says, 
"No, the question is that of dialogue!" (laughter). In 
some way you have to go into the intimacy of the 
culture and then come back from them in a critical 
way, which nevertheless must not kill their beautiful 
tradition. You see? I think that all of these 
things are beautiful and complicated. 

But I don't say that you have committed any 
kind of mistake because the people did not accept 
your ideas for dialogical education. I think that 
what you have to do is to first know better the 
reasons why the people did not want it. And secondly, 
you also have to be aware that sometimes we naively 
universalize our own point of view to everything 
else. We think that we are the center of everything, 
we don't think of the others who also are centers. 

13 
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I am not saying that it is hypocrisy from us 
to do this. Maybe a very puritanical man or woman 
would say, "You are doing something deceptive. 
It's a kind of trap. A manipulation." But I judge 
from my point of view that it is impo~sib_le to 
have education without directiveness. This is 
not necessarily manipulation. I make a distinction 
between directiveness and manipulation. Right 
now in this discussion which has been organized 
around certain agreed-upon questions is a good 
example of directiveness. Because you are not 
neutral, you have to react. I know very well why 
I am here. I don't need to say why, but I know. 

Another thing to do in response to people who 
don't show support for the concept of dialogue 
in education would be to promote dialogue between 
different participants, for each one to def en? 
their position. Say, "Okay, let's have _an exerc1_s~: 
five or six here who don't like a particular posit10n 
and seven over here who do like this position. The 
exercise for tomorrow is; two groups have to def end, 
to debate their positions. Then today, maybe, 

' . " you can meet to plan your strategy and presentation. 
When they come back together to debate they will 
have in effect accepted coming back in dialogue 
with each other. 

------------~~--

PART 2 Why those "at the top" resist dialogue 

During our efforts in dialogical education 
and the development of active participation, it 
was apparent that the upper level authorities 
were not supporting these efforts, and eventually 
resisted and even attacked them. We came to feel 
that those "at the top", while unfamiliar with 

15 

the idea and its rationale, did in fact understand 
the political implications of involving lower-status 
citizens and civil servants in analytical inquiry 
and feared a challenge to the traditional way 
of running the society. So in effect we were confronted 
with the question: 

What do we do when we encounter hostile reactions 
from the people who feel that a dialogical 
and participatory process would threaten 
the status quo? 

Yes, "at the top", we know about the top! (laughter). 
Now look, once again we are dealing with a political 
question. If we take dialogue as a technique, 
we can think that there is a certain resistance 
to dialogue. But the fact is that these people 
at the top are not reacting against dialogue. It 
has nothing to do with dialogue. It is instead 
a political question. They are resisting the possible 
participation of the masses of the people in the 
political process. This is what they don't want, 
because they are atheistic people. They are reactionary 
people. What interests them is to preserve the 
control upon the people. 

But then you come and say, "Oh no, but look, 
it's so beautiful (laughter) that the people begin 
now to think of participating in the evaluation 
of things that are being done." You are threatening 
them. Why? It's very easy. In this country that 
we are talking about the officials of the government 
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live very well. They get good salaries because 
th~y bel~ng to the petite bourgeoisie of the country. 
!his petite. bourgeoisie got power not by being 
i~teres~ed rn wanting to change the country. The 
llberat10n - the independence - of this context 
meant just to leave one stage of colonialism and 
start a new one, a new colonialism. And when the 
people_ - lik~ in Mozambique, like in Angola, like 
m Guinea Bissau, like in Cape Verde, like in 
Sao Tome - try to overcome colonialism without 
falling into new colonialism, the question is 
absolutely different. Because it is impossible 
to. make this kind of overcoming without the people. 
Without the people you can easily be neo-colon
ialistic. But without the people it's impossible 
to make transformation, radical transformation 
revolutionary transformation. ' 

Then, for example, a project will come to the 
community and they bring schools, but they are 
?ad sc:hools. They bring some kind of advising 
in agriculture [and] some economists trained outside 
Africa, idealogically shaped as petite bourgeoisie. 
They come and bring with them the programs for 
production according to the interests of some 
bureaucrats in the Ministry of Agriculture in 
the capital. B11t they never ask the peasants about 
what to produce or for what or for whom. Never! Then 
the evaluation of their actions has to be done 
?ut by t.hemselves. Never with the people, beca~se 
if. they ~nvite the people to evaluate, the people 
will begm to say it was a bad program. Also, 
when the evaluation is controlled by these bureaucrats 
it is safe. Allowing the people to express themselves ' 
would have a snowballing effect, If you permit 
the people today to critisize the rural extension 
program, tomorrow the people will discuss the 
duties of the president, and that would be too 
much. It would be an impossible situation for 
them. 

Tactics In the context of strategy 

I insist on telling you, it's not a question 
of dialogue. It's a question of participatory 
democracy, not bourgeois democracy. They (the 
ministerial elite) are rejecting democracy. They 
are defending a separitist kind of freedom. Their 
freedom, class freedom, group freedom, whatever 
the name. Never the freedom of the people. This 
is not what they are striving for. 

17 

And your situation is a very difficult one. Maybe 
you were not put in jail because you are an American 
citizen. If you were a Brazilian, you would be 
considered a subversive - like Paulo Freire (laughter). 
You see? Now, what to do? 

Now I don't know what you must do. The only 
thing I know is that first you have to discover 
what to do there under those circumstances. And 
secondly, in order for us to know what to do, 
we must be very clear concerning something - Lhc 
relationship between tactics and strategy. Strategy 
is, as I understand it, the space in which I have 
my clrearn, rny political dream, the objective of 
my life. It does not mean thay my dream stays 
eternally, permanently, like it was in the beginning. 

Tactics on the other hand are different. 1'hey 
concretize the dream. We have to be very consist-enr 
between tactics and strategy. It means -that l 
cannot have tactics of a rightist man in order 
to concretize the dreams of a leftist. 

For me it's tremendously absurd. It is for 
me something that we have lots of. We make a becwtiful 
speech in the streets to the working class - revolution, 
Marxism - and the next clay in the seminar we stop 
the students from asking questions. We do this 
on behalf of the revolution becm1se we already 
know what must be clone. The students have to follow 
me. I think - no, I am conviced - that this is 
a tremendous contradiction. I remember ~uevara 
wrote about that when he said "No contradictions 
between the means and the objectives." He was 
very demanding about that. 
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But soon you discover that your dream is not 
exclusively a pedagogical one. You discover from 
the beginning that it has political implications 
as it is clear that the reactions of the people 
at the top are not pedagogical reactions. They 
are political reactions. Then you will also discover 
that if you go on without some caution, you will 
get the program stuck. I know that for you as 
an American in Africa, the question is not to 
lose your job. You are not a national there. This 
is not the question for you. 

For me the question for you is in the project 
itself. If you believe in the project, the question 
is how to avoid having the project crushed quickly 
because they know that you are being critic al 
and causing others to do the same. 

The question for you is to extend in time the 
existence of the project. This is what I call 
the dialectical relationship between tactics and 
strategy. That is, you have to invent tactics 
in order to go little by little, trying to shape 
the project, to gain active support of the people 
without making it so visible that the top sees 
what you are doing. You see? You have to read 
Machiavelli (laughter). 

The educator as politician 

You cannot commit too many mistakes in the 
area of tactics. If you commit lots of mistakes 
in your tactics, first you are a very bad politici~n, 
and you also lose the project. But for me this 
is a very good opportunity to show how we as we 
as educators are politicans .and not just educators. 

I feel so sad concerning the future of these 
people who teach at universities and think ~hat 
they are just professors. They don'~ put the~r 
hands into politics because they thmk that lt 
is dirty. It's precisely in escaping from politics 
that you have to know that you are a politic~an, 
and that your tactics are not merely pedegog1cal 
ones. But we cannot escape from this fact that 
politics and education are interwoven. You must 
develop your tactics there in response to the 
situation you confront in the field, not here, 
in the university, unless you, wish to stop the 
project. In that case you don't need tactics. _You 
could just come back home and leave the pro1ect. 

19 

You are a proponent of critical, dialogical 
education if not in a kind of systematic educational 
program ~hen in conversations with the P?rticipa?ts 
of this program. I think that it would be mterestmg _ 
to begin to challenge them actively about understandmg 
better the raison d'etre for the reactions of 
the people at the top. You see, little by little, 
you could say while eating your soup at the house 
of one of them, "John, do you know that last night 
at home before sleep I thought that I should ask 
you some questions about the reactions of the 
administrators to our ideas about dialogue? One 
of the questions was: Is it really that those 
people don't properly understand what dialogue. 
is or, on the contrary, do they have that negative 
reaction precisely because they have begun to 
understand what our project would mean for them?" 
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Pose this question and then continue eating 
your soup. Don't demand the answer. It is also 
our job to do some things without making any kind 
of demand on the person for an answer. Maybe one 
must later come and say, "Look, I also thought 
about that question and this is what I think ... " 

PART 3 

We were attempting to introduce a new idea; 
"control from below" of a government sponsored 
program. Such a change was a challenge to the 
status quo, with possible consequences and danger 
for those involved. As an outsider, I asked myself 
the question: 

21 

Do we have any right to get ourselves involved 
in a process of transformation in someone 
else's culture? 

I am sure that this is also a very serious 
question which should be asked; whether people 
from one culture should be involved in efforts 
for social transformation in another culture. 
The reasons why young people leave the States, 
or Stockholm, to go to different cultures, I can't 
exactly say but I have the impression that there 
are some reasons behind this. 



2jl _____ _ 

Pose this question and then continue eating 
your soup. Don't demand the answer. It is also 
our job to do some things without making any kind 
of demand on the person for an answer. Maybe one 
must later come and say, "Look, I also thought 
about that question and this is what I think ... " 

PART 3 

We were attempting to introduce a new idea; 
"control from below" of a government sponsored 
program. Such a change was a challenge to the 
status quo, with possible consequences and danger 
for those involved. As an outsider, I asked myself 
the question: 
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Do we have any right to get ourselves involved 
in a process of transformation in someone 
else's culture? 

I am sure that this is also a very serious 
question which should be asked; whether people 
from one culture should be involved in efforts 
for social transformation in another culture. 
The reasons why young people leave the States, 
or Stockholm, to go to different cultures, I can't 
exactly say but I have the impression that there 
are some reasons behind this. 



22 "Dialogue is not a chaste event ••• " 

One of them, for example, is that in societies 
like this we sometimes have the false impression, 
and it is a very naive understanding, that society 
is finished, is complete. We have everything. We 
touch a button and a hand comes and begins doing 
like that (makes a combing motion) on our heads 
(laughter). We buy a computer and the computer 
almost writes the books for us. We have everything .•. 

This, however, is not the conviction we have 
concerning the other world (i.e. the Third World). That 
world appears like something incomplete. It is 
in the process of becoming. Sometimes the motivation 
for wishing to leave the modern technological 
world is to participate in something which is 
not yet completed, in the creation of something. 
I think that this is one of the unconscious reasons. 
These people need to experience themselves in 
materially difficult conditions. 

But there is also on the other side a certain 
fatalistic understanding which is behind this, 
which can be explained like this: Here, in the 
complex technological world, I have such a lack 
of power to confront the establishment, to confront 
the things which are happening here. It is as 
if all these things can never be changed. We want 
to have a sense of conviviality [closeness} with 
the possibility of transformation. In Africa, 
it's possible to change something. And I think 
that in Latin America it is possible. Of course, 
it is also naive to think that change can occur 
so easily in the Third World. 

You must discover that you cannot stop history. 
You have to know that your country (the US) is 
one of the greatest problems for the world. You 
have to discover that you have all these things 
because of the rest of the world. You must think 
of these things. 

Unlearning about another culture 

Since you are aware you feel responsible for 
your country, for changing things inside your 
country, because you are critical. I don't, however, 
see why you cannot also go to Africa or Latin 
America or Asia. The fact of being born here does 
not prevent you from going to other countries. I 
don't see why you can't. 

Sometimes it is necessary also to learn there 
because you can learn better there about these 
relationships than here. It is by discovering 
The power of imperialism in Latin America that 
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you discover that you are really an imperialist, 
some times. You have to discover by touching the 
object of your power sometimes. Then you can come 
back much more critical, or afraid, or reactionary. It's 
verv good when you go because you have some illusions 
when you leave here and when you arrive there 
you discover that really your country is in command 
of the world. And then you become reactionaries. I 
love this because at least I know with whom I 
am talking. 

We cannot say that this country (a Third World 
country) is bad because mine is better. I cannot 
make judgements about you. I have to understand 
that a culture is in the process of becoming, 
and it is just different. I can say that I prefer 
the way of living in my country. 

Secondly, by going to another country it is 
absolutely necessary for he or she who is going 
to in some way perform a very difficult exercise, 
an almost impossible exercise, which is to 
'de-knowledge-ize' ourselves. This means to forge~ 
the knowledge which we had before and to begm 
again. But now this time inside of the new cultural 
frame of reference. 

Of course it is impossible in a literal sense 
because I cannot actually forget knowledge. When 
I say to forget your previous knowledge it is 
metaphorical. What it really means is that you 
must know with the people how and why and in what 
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fashion they are becoming. But you cannot absolutize 
this new knowledge in the name of science and 
then impose it on the people there. That is impossible. 

I think that the first thing a person who goes 
to another culture has to do is to listen to the 
voice that is speaking. The second thing is to 
continue to listen. The third thing is to discover 
that one day, precisely because he or she listened, 
that it's impossible to talk with someone without 
listening to that person. If you do you talk above 
the other person. And talking above others shows 
arrogance. This is not just a philosophical question. 

It is not just an epistemological question. Even 
though it is also epistemological and philosophical, 
it is first a political question which requires 
us to be coexistent with the politics which are 
behind it. For me, going to Latin America (or 
the Third World in general) is above all a political 
act. For me it does not mean that you don't have 
to go there, or shouldn't. The question is to 
know how and why to go. 

With these questions in mind you enter into 
a different kind of relationship when you go there. 
Dialogue is not a kind of chaste event, dialogue 
makes love every day. 
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