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Abstract 
First published over forty years ago in 1968, Paulo Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed was 
considered seminal to movements of education as social action. In this paper I will explore 
Freire’s concepts of transformation and liberation, as they might be applied to contemporary 
music education policy and practice. By comparison with a more extensive engagement in 
other areas of cultural production and education (notably, in theatre and in drama education) 
such issues have not generally been at the forefront of music and music education discourse. 
At the same time, recent years have witnessed significant movements that include: a) a 
growth in community-based music education and performance; b) grounded approaches to 
music pedagogy that draw on informal learning practices; c) among some governments and 
other national agencies, policies that strive to integrate artistic, educational and social 
missions – the most spectacular contemporary example perhaps being El Sistema in 
Venezuela. Drawing on Freire’s theory, I will interpret some key aspects from these various 
movements that could contribute to further debate on role of critical pedagogy discourse in 
music education. 
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Foreword 

This essay follows the structure of the original symposium presentation which was somewhat 

improvisatory in nature, but also draws from a later extended version of the paper. Additional 

references have been added following helpful suggestions made at the symposium by Karen 

Snell and Hildegard Froehlich. 

 

Background 

 

Born in Recife in 1921, Paulo Freire was, and remains, one of the twentieth century’s most 

influential figures in respect of education, social theory and philosophy. From the time he 

began working with adult illiterates in Northeastern Brazil in 1947, Freire saw pedagogical 

and social justice concerns as being inextricably linked, leading him to develop a general 

methodological approach centred on the concept of conscientização [conscientization] or 

‘critical consciousness’ (Freire, 1970).  

Freire’s most well known publication, Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1972) was a book 

that greatly impressed me as an idealistic undergraduate student. The idea to revisit this text 

arose from a recent conversation with colleagues in the philosophy of education; my decision 

was also influenced from finding myself back working in St Patrick’s College, a college of 

Dublin City University where I had spent my undergraduate years and where I had first 

encountered Freire through the inspired lectures of Professor Joe Dunne. Looking back at this 

seminal text today, I am amazed at how fresh and relevant it remains. Also surprising is its 

enduring sense of optimism, in spite of the bleak contexts and experiences from which 

Freire’s thinking arose. To historicize very briefly, it is set against a background of 

oppression, revolution and evolving democracy in the various regions of Latin America in the 

1950s and 1960s.  
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What I set out to do in this paper is to identify some of the principles and challenges, 

as I see them, in Pedagogy of the Oppressed, considering their potential merits for discourse 

and action in music education scholarship and practice. My choice of this theme for the 

symposium might be questioned by some on the grounds that Freire was not a sociologist per 

se, but then again we cannot either consider Karl Marx to have been a sociologist (and I 

choose the comparison with Marx for the obvious reason that the former was greatly 

influenced by the latter). What both developed, albeit in different ways and in different places 

and times, were critical, social theories that were based on philosophical ideas, historical 

analyses, and observations and interpretations of material realities. Clearly, Marxist (or neo-

Marxist) approaches continue to inform various facets of sociological inquiry, for example, 

the concepts of cultural production, mediation and consumption that are by now well 

established in music sociology, and that especially come to be applied in the sphere of 

popular music studies. It is significant though that neo-Marxist ideas, or approaches based on 

such ideas have not featured to the same extent in music education theory and practice over 

the past few decades. Exceptions include those who advocated a move towards a more 

democratic conception of musical creativity in the 1970s, and those writers inspired by new 

thinking in the sociology of knowledge during the late 1970s and 1980s (see Vulliamy and 

Shepherd 1984).  

Now it should be said that Freire’s ideas have been adapted by a significant number of 

writers in music education, as I shall later briefly outline.1 Noteworthy, however is that this 

attention to Freire has largely come from those generally considered to be writing in the area 

of music education philosophy. I realize that I’m employing a distinction here with which I’m 

not exactly comfortable, since it can be argued that all music education sociology begins with 

or develops some type of philosophical rationale (whether implicit or explicit), and by the 

same token, that music education philosophy evolves with the benefit of sociological insight. 
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But still, I would retain the observation that the ideas of Freire do not feature significantly in 

what we collectively refer to as the sociology of music education. Overall, I would argue that, 

as a sub-discipline, there is much we can do to engage with radical debate on social justice, 

with a follow-up in social action – and Bernadette Colley’s observation earlier in the 

symposium regarding the noticeable lack of action research in music education by comparison 

with other areas of education studies appears to back up this latter point. 

What I attempt to do for the remainder of this presentation is overly ambitious, and I 

apologize in advance for not doing sufficient justice to Freire’s text and indeed to the music 

education literature and projects with which I engage. To put the aims of the paper more 

formally, it seeks: 

- To highlight some of the concepts, principles and challenges developed in Pedagogy 

of the Oppressed and to illustrate their potential relevance to music education 

-  To examine aspects of recent music education theory, policy and practice in the light 

of some of these concepts, principles and challenges 

- To look back at Pedagogy of the Oppressed in the light of recent developments in 

music education 

 

Concepts, Principles 

 

I begin with Freire’s dialectical materialist epistemology (Au, 2007). This could be 

represented as a theory of knowledge that is grounded in social history and reality, and that 

considers pedagogy as a set of relational social institutions and processes which, on the one 

hand, can combine to reproduce and maintain repressive hierarchies and distinctions2, and on 

the other hand, can be employed as liberating agents in both individual and societal 

transformation and development.3 As touched on in the introduction, Freire’s theory owes 
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much to Marx’s view of consciousness, human interaction, and material transformation (ibid.). 

Additionally, the former’s belief that human nature and society are ultimately dialogic accord 

with the ideas of other influential scholars of the late twentieth century, notably, Mikhail 

Mikhailovich Bakhtin and Jürgen Habermas. Freire’s idea of dialogic action is linked to the 

concept of conscientização (see Freire, 1974). Central to this theorization is the need for 

education that allows for and encourages critical learning, where students are aware of the 

interactions - and potential for future interaction - between themselves and the society that 

they inhabit. Freire contrasts this to the oppressive ‘banking concept’ of education that 

conceives of teacher/student and subject/object in dichotomous terms (1972, pp. 57-62).   

 A key dialectical relationship explored in Freire’s text is that of the 

oppressor/oppressed. Rather than reducing this relationship to a crude dualism of those with 

power and those ostensibly lacking power, he interprets a historical pattern wherein 

oppressors as well as oppressed are locked into an alienating and repressive system (one way 

of looking at this might be to imagine a school within a state education system where staff as 

well as students are routinely disaffected). In Freire’s pedagogy, individuals and groups can 

act and interact to transform practice and critical thought from the ground up. For example, 

teachers who unwittingly or otherwise perpetuate the banking concept of education might be 

liberated through dialogue with students who through other educational and/or social 

experience are enabled and liberated to challenge received ideologies. Or conversely, teachers 

might challenge students’ adherence to educational systems that are based on a crude 

meritocracy or that covertly privilege certain socio-economic classes – a situation famously 

explored in the film drama Dead Poets Society (Weir, 1989). This potential fluidity of roles 

does not of itself remove a tendency towards oppressive models of education in many, if not 

most societies around the globe; however, what Freire strongly argues for is a 

conceptualization of educational transformation that recognizes the agency of individuals and 
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collectives, as opposed to top-down models of educational development and reform. In short, 

Freire considers society and education to be inextricably linked through mechanisms and 

ideas of pedagogy, whether though the perpetuation of received pedagogies in education and 

society that act to reproduce the status quo, or through critical and transformative pedagogies 

of education and society. 

The latter point brings us to two terms that are central to this discussion, namely, 

transformation and liberation. Freire’s development of these concepts goes beyond any 

superficial understanding along the lines, respectively, of ‘change’ and ‘democratic freedom’, 

as much as he might have championed these as necessary actions in material contexts of 

socio-economic deprivation and political repression in Latin America. He argues that without 

critical consciousness and reflexivity, these actions by themselves do little to progress 

humankind, since they fail to interrogate the historical and ideological forces that frame and 

maintain repressive systems in the first place. Thus, we are presented with an Orwellian 

scenario of new oppressors constantly rising from the ranks of the oppressed. This may all 

seem very removed from the sphere of music but consider, for example, how shifts in the 

power held by special interest groups can bring about changes in statutory recognition and 

funding for different musical genres and practices (‘new’ bourgeois tastes replacing ‘old’ 

bourgeois tastes – say, from classical music to world music) but all still contained within a 

shifting hegemony that is premised on some groups within a society holding disproportionate 

power in comparison with others. According to Freire, the transformation of education and of 

society requires reflection and dialogue, as much as it requires specific action. Furthermore, 

he argues that critical pedagogy can enable students and teachers to take steps towards their 

own liberation through ‘praxis’, that is to say, through the combination of dialogic thought 

and action.  
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Music, Music Education and Freire 

 

I begin this section by referring to Freire’s influence on theatre and on drama education, 

perhaps best known through Augusto Boal’s (1979) Theatre of the Oppressed (see also Boal, 

1998). Although I come to examine some music education systems and projects in the light of 

Freire later on in this paper, it is noteworthy that to date, music/music education has produced 

no equivalent holistic movement in which conscientização is employed as a central concept. 

From a formalist perspective, it could be argued that this situation largely arises from 

aesthetic differences between music and drama, and I will return to practical aspects of this 

momentarily. But the idea of music as autonomous, as abstracted from the material reality of 

social life, is one that can be challenged on a number of counts, from Adorno’s (1976) theory 

of immanent critique in relation to art music4 to more overtly political associations made 

between contemporary folk/popular genres and social protest movements (Peddie, 2006). This 

suggests that there would likely be different types of critique involved, whether intended 

and/or interpreted, were we to compare the strings quartets of Arnold Schoenberg with Bob 

Dylan’s songs. And this brings us to some important distinctions between and/or within music 

style categories, namely, the use or non-use of lyrics/words, and related to this, the modes of 

communication that are pertinent to each musical practice and/or genre.  

A literal reading of Freire’s humanist philosophy might suggest an almost exclusive focus 

on propositional language, making his ideas more obviously adaptable to drama than to 

music:  

Dialogue is the encounter between men, mediated by the world, in order to name 
the world. (1972, p.76) 
 
If it is in speaking their word that men, by naming the world, transform it, 
dialogue imposes itself as the way by which men achieve significance as men. 
(Ibid., p. 77) 
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However, it is worth remembering the original context of Freire’s own praxis, where his 

primary focus was to develop a critical pedagogy with and for adult illiterates in the Brazil of 

that time. Furthermore, his idea of dialogue as being simultaneously ‘existential necessity’ 

and ‘act of creation’ arguably extends the theory to all aspects of human endeavour and 

communication (ibid.). Thus, ‘naming’ and ‘speaking’ can be interpreted as representing all 

mediating acts. In his method for forum theatre, Boal (1998) outlines two interrelated 

meanings of the verb ‘to act’, first as performance, and second as (social) action. As music 

educators, we would of course have no difficulty with the centrality of performance, and 

increasingly, many in our field are also engaged with social action. The real challenge, as I 

see it, is in facilitating a meaningful dialogue, on the part of all practitioners, between these 

two forms of acting or doing. Do we aim to develop a type of ‘process’5 method analogous to 

established practices in drama education, or are there ways that are more appropriate to 

specific music discourses? 

 The last fifteen years or so has witnessed a renewed interest in democracy and social 

justice issues amongst music education scholars, and in particular amongst those based in 

North America (Woodford, 2005; Gould et al., 2009). The idea of praxis, as developed in the 

respective theories of Freire and Maxine Greene has perhaps gained the most currency 

(especially following Elliott, 1995), although what exactly philosophers and music educators 

understand by that term is by no means consistent (see Allsup, 2003a). ‘Transformation’ has 

also emerged as another highly influential concept in contemporary music education 

discourse, and has been variously applied to considerations of individual experience, socio-

cultural renewal and the interaction between these (for example, Jorgensen, 1997, 2003; 

Swanwick, 1999; Allsup, 2003b). More ‘applied’ approaches incorporating Freire’s ideas 

have included Randall Allsup’s (2003c) ethnographic research focusing on instrumental 

music education, and recent articles published byAbrahams (2005), Schmidt (2005) and Snell 
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(2009). 

 

Music Education Systems and Projects 

 

In Pedagogy of the Oppressed, Freire distinguishes between educational systems (negatively 

linked to the ‘banking concept’) and educational projects (critical interventions in embedded 

systems). I now briefly and retrospectively consider a range of music education movements 

with reference to these concepts, proposing four interpretive categories below. As might be 

inferred, the business of distinguishing between systems and projects is by no means a 

straightforward task. My categorizations here are based on and limited by my (incomplete) 

knowledge of various music education movements and institutions in Europe, the Western 

Hemisphere and Anglophone jurisdictions, and accordingly, this whistle-stop survey is not 

intended as a comprehensive account. 

 

Systems 1: ‘Traditional’ approaches to music education in institutional settings 

 

In this category I refer to systems that are normally based in schools, conservatoires and 

colleges and which in large part focus on the canons and aesthetic sensibilities of Western art 

music (though with some accommodation of folk music also).  Here, we might include the 

‘music appreciation’ movements of the early twentieth century, the establishment of general 

music education later in the same century, instrumental music education, choral methods, 

music literacy and so on. To take one highly influential movement, how might we assess the 

contribution of Zoltán Kodály from a critical pedagogy perspective? In the first instance, his 

composition and publication of educational and choral materials might be seen as an 

interventionist project, as an interruption to what he viewed as repressive educational and 
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cultural influences of the time. An obvious flaw from a Freirian standpoint would be the lack 

of dialogue in Kodály’s overall conception and approach, notwithstanding his genuine 

concern for universal access to music education; moreover, Kodály’s legacy can largely be 

interpreted in systemic terms, insofar as it is employed on the basis of what works 

pedagogically and musically, and because it does not, in its original conception, accommodate 

a dialogic pedagogy between teachers and learners. Nor does it employ the concept of critical 

consciousness. To illustrate, let use contemplate the area of music literacy, which is 

acknowledged as a fundamental principle and method in the Kodály approach. Under a 

Freirian critique, it could be argued that this introduces students to particular musical and 

cultural ‘words’ without any concomitant reflection in respective socio-cultural ‘worlds’.6 7 

Should we then regard the various articulations of Kodály-based programmes to be inevitably 

oppressive? As someone who has been musically and personally enriched by immersion in 

postgraduate studies in Hungary, and by subsequent involvement in Kodály-inspired 

initiatives as teacher, learner, performer and facilitator, I would have to say a definite no. At 

the same time, I believe that future initiatives in this field would benefit from a fair ‘dollop’ 

of critical consciousness.  

 

Systems 2: Alternative approaches to music education in institutional settings 

 

This category is conceived to include formal and informal music education in mainstream 

school settings. The first sub-category refers to the expansion of curriculum content from the 

1960s onwards with the inclusion of popular music, composing, traditional musics and 

multicultural/intercultural music education. Since these took place in institutional settings, it 

might be more instructive to consider their inclusion as curriculum developments or 

innovations, rather than as interventions. One exception here was the experimental music 
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education movement of the 1960s and 70s that Panagiotis Kanellopoulos critically revisited 

earlier in the symposium. In that analysis, the introduction of avant-garde and democratic 

principles represented a radical move, but ultimately its ‘moment’ would wane in the wake of 

systemic opposition, and a lack of dialogue between its modernist ideologues and the school 

students they wished to liberate. 

 The place of popular music in education merits some attention here also. Graham 

Vulliamy and John Shepherd’s (1984) critique of early attempts to incorporate popular music 

highlighted a ‘hidden curriculum’ in which popular and other non-classical musical genres 

were subjugated to Western art music aesthetic and pedagogical norms. That situation has 

changed much over ensuing decades with a gradual recognition of the educational, musical 

and social value of informal music learning in school, particularly in the UK and in 

Scandinavia. Indeed it could be said that something truly dialogic is now happening in many 

institutional settings, inasmuch as students and their teachers are engaged in an interactive 

pedagogy (more of which below when I discuss the Musical Futures project). At the same 

time, and as with the appraisal of the Kodály approach above, we need to maintain a critical 

focus on this very successful and arguably welcome innovation in music curriculum 

development. While Lucy Green, a leading researcher in this area, has consistently stressed 

the need to regard informal music learning as complementary to, rather than replacing other 

approaches (2008), a recent article by Eva Georgii-Hemming and Maria Westvall (2010) 

suggests that music curricula confined to student choice (which in their study comprised 

contemporary popular music) are representative of a new orthodoxy emerging among some 

quarters in Swedish music education. This could be interpreted as a situation where students 

‘speak’ without necessarily ‘naming’ or engaging with a wider musical and social world, 

thereby limiting the potential for transformative educational experience. 
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Projects 1: ‘Ground up’ projects and initiatives 

 

In this category I consider music education projects that arise from (pre-) organized ‘sound 

groups’ (Blacking, 1995, p. 232) or ‘communities of practice’ (Wenger, 1998), as distinct 

from institutional practices or projects that are conceived as interventions in established 

educational systems. The establishment of Comhaltas Ceoltóirí Éireann [Society of the 

Musicians of Ireland] in 1951 in Ireland presents one such case. Throughout the past six 

decades this voluntary music organization has supported education in traditional music 

through its extensive national network of branches (a rich description of how this emerged in 

one locality was outlined in Geraldine Cotter’s paper earlier in the symposium).  At one level 

the collective music sessions or gatherings of Comhaltas can be seen to promote informal 

methods of music teaching and learning, although at another level the organization embraces 

more formal ideas of music education through its merit structures (co-functioning as festivals 

or fleadhanna) and since 1998, by a graded examination system. We might then say that 

Comhaltas presents a contradictory case in that it retains some of the qualities of a 

community-focused project while simultaneously maintaining cultural and artistic norms 

through systemization. And while the greater Comhaltas organization does not exactly 

engender a space for critical consciousness, dialogue and reflexivity, as a socio-cultural 

movement, it can take considerable credit for the emergence of what has by now become one 

of the most accessible, ‘ground up’ vernacular music movements in the world. 

 While some projects begin with a primary aim of establishing or renewing a specific 

musical culture, others are more explicitly focused on human interaction and socio-cultural 

exchange. Community music, as a consciously defined area of practice, emerged towards the 

end of the twentieth century and, as its title suggests, was conceived more in the way of a 

movement (of various projects) than a unitary system. Given its overarching mission of 
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sustaining and renewing communities through music making and its attention to process, 

respect and interaction (Jorgensen, 1995; Higgins, 2008), the goals of community music can 

be seen to accord with many humanist principles. Adopting a Freirian perspective then, does 

this suggest that a critical pedagogy of music would work best in ‘de-schooled’ contexts, to 

adapt the radical term proposed by Ivan Illich (1976)? I believe not, and for two principal 

reasons. First, community music as a collective of stand-alone projects can by itself exert 

little or no influence on embedded school systems and pedagogies; against this, community 

music in dialogue with music education systems offers great scope for generating new 

initiatives and for raising awareness of student and teacher consciousness and reflexivity (as 

illustrated, for example in Heloisa Feichas and Robert Wells’s paper on the Connect 

programme during this symposium). Second, while community music’s employment of 

varied musics and methodological approaches can be regarded as one of its strengths, this also 

means that quite often it lacks the type of sustained and developmental engagement that can 

lead to personal fulfillment in a specific music style.  As I allude to below, provision of 

widespread access to such artistic discipline is the type of intervention most associated with 

popular notions of ‘transformative music education’. 

 

Interventionist projects (and/or systems) 

 

The most spectacular interventionist project to date has been El Sistema, which by now has 

received considerable international attention (not least because of the substantial number of 

Venezualan children and youth gaining access to instrumental and choral music education and 

for the critical acclaim achieved by its ‘flagship’ Simón Bolívar Orchestra).8 With its origin 

and base in a Latin American socialist state, we find some clear resonance with the ideals of 

Freire. Conductor Jonathan Andrew Govias (2011, p. 21) summarizes the principles of El 
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Sistema thus:  

1 Social Change: The primary objective is social transformation through the 
pursuit of musical excellence. One happens through the other, and neither is 
prioritized at the expense of the other. 
2 Ensembles: the focus of el Sistema is the orchestra or choral experience 
3 Frequency: el Sistema ensembles meet multiple times every week over extended 
periods. 
4 Accessibility: el Sistema programs are free, and are not selective in admission 
5 Connectivity: Every núcleo is linked at the urban, regional and national levels, 
forming a cohesive network of services and opportunities for students across the 
county. 

 
Although the Spanish word sistema translates as ‘system’, from a Freirian perspective the 

movement could be considered more in the way of a project (the scheduling of lessons outside 

of mandatory school hours signifies choice and agency on the part of students). This certainly 

appears to be case with regard to the first stated principle above which implies an 

interventionist role, and also by the inclusion of the terms ‘accessibility’ and ‘connectivity’. I 

think it’s fair to say that anyone who has witnessed the processes and outcomes of this project 

(or system) cannot fail to be impressed, and in these respects it does realize its core aim of 

social transformation.  But as with the example of Comhaltas documented above, it could be 

argued that El Sistema’s socio-cultural mission is largely framed by the structures and 

conventions of a particular ‘art world’ (Becker, 1982), in this instance, Western art music. On 

the plus side, this lends an authenticity and validity to the musical experience that might be 

lacking in ‘mainstream’ music education contexts, and provided that sufficient infrastructures 

are in place, there is a good chance that all student participants will have lifelong 

opportunities to retain membership in particular sound groups, and/or to venture into new 

musical spheres. Against this, it is not clear how such ‘transformation’ arising from artistic 

engagement and educational experience will necessarily transfer to a wider individual and 

social consciousness, nor how it can impact on socio-economic inequalities in the grander 

scheme of matters. This, in my view, gives cause to exercise some caution in making 

assumptions about the power of any one music education project to ‘change lives’, as has 
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been claimed with respect to numerous imitations of El Sistema (and I say this with the 

utmost admiration for the original). 

 Another national movement that rightly merits consideration in this discussion is 

Musical Futures, a project that in large part arose from two phases of research carried out by 

Lucy Green (2002, 2008) in England. Musical Futures is to be commended for what might be 

described as its risk-taking bravery in tackling head-on the problems of engaging young 

teenagers, in particular those described as ‘disaffected’, with school music. Rather than 

reviewing the main components and achievements of the project, I now briefly comment on 

some research outcomes, as reported by Green (2008) suggesting some points of liberation 

for students and their teachers.  First, it provides evidence of students having freedom to take 

an initial lead in musical choice, and for their teachers to ‘let go’, listen and observe. Second, 

students are liberated – and challenged – by the absence of received pedagogy and by the 

opportunity to enter into dialogue and co-design their own learning; related to this, teachers, 

freed from an unquestioned pedagogical hierarchy, are also allowed to learn from students. 

Perhaps the most transformative aspect, from an existential point of view, is that the 

participants of Musical Futures, initially alienated from unfamiliar genres, are gradually 

enabled to ‘know’, ‘name’ and develop their engagement with wider musical worlds. 

 

Concluding comments 

Some of the main challenges facing the development of a critical pedagogy for music arise 

from the diversity of institutional practices, the complexity of relationships between systems, 

projects and communities, and the aesthetic and artistic dimensions of music itself. Clearly, 

there is much happening out there that is good, if not excellent, and on many fronts at that. 

The most pertinent questions in contemplating a critical pedagogy (or pedagogies) for this 

global-yet-diverse field, as I see it, emerge from Freire’s concept of the dialogic: how do 
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various systems and projects in music education interact and complement one another for the 

betterment of individuals, communities and the wider society?; and, how do we articulate, 

interpret and develop meaningful reflective relationships between, on the one hand, musical 

and artistic experience, and, on the other hand, individual and social consciousness? 
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Endnotes 

                                                
1Engagement with critical pedagogy (including, among other perspectives, a consideration of Freire’s work) has 

recently featured in several edited collections, notably, F. Abrahams (ed.) (2005) ‘Special Edition: Critical 

2 This suggest some parallels with Basil Bernstein’s idea of ‘the pedagogic device’ as explored in the paper 

presented by Hildegard Froehlich and Ruth Wright during this symposium. 
3 Throughout this essay my use of the term ‘pedagogy’ is specific to Freire’s work (as distinct from conventional 

uses that delimit the term to incorporate theories and methods of teaching). 

4 See also Regelski (2005). 
5 On this see Jorgensen (1995, pp. 76-8). 

6  The idea of musical worlds is comprehensively explored by Minnette Mans (2009). 

7 See O’Flynn (2005, pp. 194-6) on Kodály and language-music analogies. 

8 Scholarly attention to El Sistema includes a doctoral thesis by Hollinger in 2006, and a series of symposia 

organized in Canada in 2011.  


