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Critical Pedagogy and Liberal Education:
Reconciling Tradition, Critique, and Democracy

Benjamin Endres
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As we live in the tradition, whether we know it or not, so we are all liberal artists, whether
we know it or not.As we should understand the tradition as well as we can in order to
understand ourselves, so we should be as good liberal artists as we can in order to become
as fully human as we can....The democratic ideal is equal opportunity for full human
development, and, since the liberal arts are the basic means of such development, devotion
to democracy naturally results in the devotion to them.

On the one hand, [the academic approach to reading] ignores the life experience, the history,

and the language practice of students. On the other, it overemphasizes the mastery and

understanding of classical literature.... Thus literacy in this sense is stripped of its political

dimensions; it functions, in fact to reproduce dominant values and meaning....[Critical
pedagogy] provides students with the opportunity to use their own reality as a basis of
literacy?

This essay begins with the intuition that underlying the seemingly contradictory
projects of liberal education and critical pedagogy there is nevertheless a common
educational and social concern. Liberal education, in all of its variations, seems to
practice deference to tradition and a detachment from everyday life that leads to its
association with intellectual and political conservatism. Critical pedagogy, on the
other hand, in its attention to social justice, the empowerment of disadvantaged
groups, and the social and political context of learning, often involves a critique of
the tradition and the consideration of new social arrangements. While the tension
between these projects is substantial, | argue that there is an underlying mutual
dependence that can be used to make the case for their compatibility. All approaches
to education must struggle with the extent to which they prioritize simply transmit-
ting a tradition versus developing or transformingvithile critical pedagogy and
liberal learning take explicit positions on opposite sides of this issue, they both
depend on sustaining a balance between transmission and transformation. | will
argue first that while the historical, text-based approach of liberal education
articulated in the twentieth century United States can appear elitist and merely
deferential toward tradition, it nevertheless requires a critical interpretation of
tradition in light of democratic political ideals. | then argue that critical pedagogy is
not limited to explicitly political critique and must implicitly draw on cultural
tradition, in ways analogous to liberal education. | suggest that critical pedagogy and
liberal learning are not only compatible, but also mutually dependent, and that
together they offer an alternative to education defined by preparation for occupa-
tional roles or cultural transmission.

I do not have the space to do justice to the rich history of both of these
educational traditions, so | will confine this discussion to some of the central
presuppositions of each with reference to some of their most well-known advocates.
I will begin with liberal education in an effort to show that its common identification
as apolitical and narrowly academic is misleading. Liberal education exists in
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particularly diverse forms today, most commonly in institutions of higher education
that identify themselves as liberal arts colleges. Ironically, the term “liberal” in the
university usually refers to the fact that students must fulfill some general require-
ments in different disciplines, providing a general education distinct from technical
education. As John Dewey points out, the idea of liberal education is founded on its
distinction from professional and industrial education, which “goes back to the time
of the Greeks, and was formulated expressly on the basis of a division of classes into
those who had to labor for a living and those who were relieved from this necéssity.”
This basic distinction frames the development of the academic disciplines that we
now identify as the liberal arts, and explains why liberal education is associated with
social elitism and a detachment from the social concerns of working people.

Even the advocates of liberal education in the twentieth century United States,
like Robert Hutchins, a pioneer of the “Great Books” tradition at the University of
Chicagointhe 1930s and 1940s, acknowledge its origins in a sharp class distinction.
However, Hutchins argues that, in a democratic society, liberal education can be
provided to all: “if leisure and political power require this education, everybody in
America now requires it, and everybody where democracy and industrialization
penetrate will ultimately require itGQC, 18). He argues that if the liberal arts were
the best way of preparing the elite to use their power and their freedom wisely, then
it should offer all people this same guidance as they gain access to political and
economic liberty: the best education for the best, should be the best education for all.

Hutchins provides a brief sketch of what this education of “the best” looks like
in his introduction to a collection of “great books” that drew from the Chicago
curriculum. Here he argues that the Western tradition is characterized by a commit-
ment to on-going inquiry and conversation and that it is unique in this commitment.
He goes on to claim that the conversation and inquiry surround certain basic
guestions or problems in human experience, for example, what is the best form of
government, the nature of the soul, or the nature of beauty. Liberal education offers
its students participation in this conversation through the careful interpretation of
classic texts, which represent some of the best answers to or statements of these
qguestions GC, 3). Hutchins claims that active participation in answering these
guestions leads to a general standard of human excellence, which supports excel-
lence in more specialized fieldSC, 3). Apart from emphasizing the importance of
reading, writing, speaking, listening, and thinking, Hutchins is vague about the
specific methods that liberal education employs. However, it is clear that Hutchins
characterizes liberal learning as more than merely the content of the “great books.”

There are many problematic aspects of Hutchins’s account, not the least of
which is his inattention to the pluralistic and multicultural dimensions of American
society and to the less flattering aspects of the “Western tradition.” He should
acknowledge that inquiry (however this might be defined) is only one strand of the
Western intellectual tradition, alongside less romantic tendencies, such as proce-
dural rationality and technological development. Furthermore, there is no reason to
assume that “on-going inquiry” is unique to the West (whatever “the West” might
mean). Nevertheless, Hutchins’s account of liberal education can be disassociated
from his ethnocentric claims of uniqueness without losing its focus on the study of
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broad questions about human life through historically significant texts.

Another problem with Hutchins’s argument is that the economic and political
possibility of extending liberal education to a wider portion of the population does
not necessarily mean that this education is in the interest of (let alone “the best” for)
the average citizen in a democracy. | will respond to this concern, building on
Hutchins’s account, by arguing that there are three ways in which liberal learning
may be understood as relevant to and in the interest of most students.

First, the process of interpreting historical texts in the context of discussion and
examination by students must be distinguished from merely transmitting the content
ofthese texts. While liberal learning assumes some kernel of value in all of the “great
books” insofar as they represent positions on universal themes, the process of
interpreting them is not simply an exercise in deference to them. The model of
understanding in liberal education centers on interpreting texts from the past, but
interpretation here does not mean merely re-stating or reproducing the tradition. By
casting his argument for the liberal arts in the language of “inquiry” and “conversa-
tion” Hutchins is trying to point out the way that the texts represent historical
answers to these questions that inform but do not define the response to these
guestions in the present. Reading Machiavellif®Prince, in the context of liberal
education is certainly not about transmitting his political ideas to the present, but
understanding them as a powerful historical response to how the state should be
ordered so that it can be viewed critically. In honoring tradition through attention to
certain classic texts, Hutchins is not then advocating a pedantic worship of these
texts or a particular ideologydutchins assumes that students will play an active and
critical role in making sense of these texts in the context of their own experience.
Their participation in this conversation that spans historical epics is meant to make
them more active participants in the present.

The inquiring conversation of liberal learning clearly distinguishes it from more
didactic approaches to teaching traditional knowledge, such as E.D. Hirsch's
account of “cultural literacy®Because liberal learning and cultural literacy are both
conservative in their regard for tradition and because their advocates both disregard
cultural diversity there is a tendency to conflate them. However, conversation
among people from diverse viewpoints is a defining characteristic of liberal learning
and this distinguishes it from the transmission of factual knowledge that character-
izes “cultural literacy.”

Second, the interpretive emphasis of liberal learning is also related to political
activity insofar as it is explicitly linked with democratic ideals. Hutchins not only
claims that liberal education is “largely responsible for the emergence of democracy
as anideal,” an undoubtedly controversial thesis, but also suggests in the quote at the
beginning of the essay, that liberal education is a basic means for fulfilling
democratic ideals@C, 5). Earl Shorris, a former student of Hutchins, attempts to
elaborate and support this claimin his recent efforts in organizing and teaching a five
course curriculum in the humanities offered to low income, pre-college students in
New York City®In his introductory remarks to students of the Clemente Course in
New York, Shorris sketches a connection between the humanities and democracy:
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| think the humanities are one of the ways to become political, and | don’t mean political in

the sense of voting in an election, but political in the broad sense: The way Pericles, a man

who lived in ancient Athens, used the word “politics” to mean activity with other people at

every level, from the family to the neighborhood to the broader community to the city/state

in which he livec.
Shorris argues that the humanities course provides students with a kind of reflection
that cultivates a new sense of agency, by freeing them from the “surround of force,”
the various forms of economic, social, and psychological pressure acting o them.
While this is a difficult claim to empirically verify, Shorris succeeds in articulating
through concrete examples the kinds of political empowerment that liberal educa-
tion isintended to provide, even when the texts are not explicitly about politics. As
the liberal arts have been practiced in the twentieth century United States, they have
been framed by democratic ideals for social life, that shape the interpretation of the
tradition and the pedagogical context in which the interpretation takes place. While
the texts and methods of liberal learning may not be explicitly “political,” the liberal
arts are cultivating dispositions and skills that are meant to equip students for politics
in the broad sense of participation in social life.

Finally, the social context in which Hutchins articulated his version of the
liberal arts, most clearly reveals the way in which liberal education is engaged in
social and political problems of the present. Hutchins is, in part, responding to
schools’ increasing orientation to the needs and practices of the industrial economy
in the first half of the twentieth century. As public schooling expanded during this
period, it employed ideas about efficiency and specialization from the industrial
workplace. Efficiency, of course, also meant that the students received different
sorts of education depending on their expected occupatiuichins thought that
extending liberal education to all classes would not only preserve an equally high
standard of education for all, but also “humanize work” by allowing working people
to “understand their relations to others co-operating in a given process, the relation
of that process to other processes, the pattern of them all as constituting the economy
of the nation, and the bearing of the economy on the social, moral and political life
of the nation and the world'GC, 15). Though he was sympathetic with John
Dewey’s broad approach to teaching through occupations, Hutchins thought that
Dewey was unable to articulate specifically enough how “the broader moral, social,
scientific and intellectual contexts of occupations” would be taught without refer-
ence to classic text&C, 12)12He worried that, despite Dewey'’s intentions to the
contrary, “educatiotthrough occupations will in practice turn out to be a program
of education foroccupations” GC, 12). While Hutchins agrees with Dewey that
education should provide people with an understanding of their work in a broader
social and cultural context, he thinks this will more likely be accomplished through
the examination of broad historical questions outside the scope of any particular
occupation. He calls for liberal education as a way of providing a broader social
perspective on work life in the present.

By drawing out the ways that liberal education interprets the past in light of the
present through democratic ideals and a concern for “humanizing” work, | hope to
have begun to show its compatibility with some of the political ideals of critical
pedagogy. However, this still does not address the tension if we interpret critical
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pedagogy to be exclusively grounded in students’ experience and in political
critique. To respond to this tension | will briefly sketch the theory of knowledge
presumed by critical pedagogy in order to expose its implicit reliance on the
interpretation of tradition and culture beyond the political situation of the student.

Critical pedagogy begins with Marx’s presupposition that a group’s social
interests determine their ideas and beliefs: “life is not determined by consciousness,
but consciousness by lifé*This sociological approach to knowledge, developed
by social scientists and theorists after Marx, assumes that more complete accounts
of social experience can be achieved by relating ideas to their social interests and
contextst* Paulo Freire, in Brazil, provided a way of translating this theory of
knowledge into an approach to education. He developed a pedagogy based on the
assumption that oppressive social relations can only be challenged by education that
begins with the students’ own social reality rather than traditional knowledge, which
serves those who have been privileged by the tradition. Political liberation for
disadvantaged people requires their active participation in creating and reproducing
knowledge and therefore requires an educational method that allows all students to
actively critique and revise traditional knowledge based on their own social and
economic situation. Education that is liberating thus requires a method that empha-
sizes mutual discussion and investigation of issues and themes related to the
students’ daily life. Most critical pedagogues implicitly assume that themes relevant
to students’ lives will relate, directly or indirectly, to a universal concern with
liberation and empowermetit.

However, in presupposing a sociologically informed account of knowledge,
critical pedagogy must understand human experience as conditioned by its cultural
and historical context. Those practicing critical pedagogy are concerned that the
“values and meanings” of dominant groups, who control cultural capital, have a
more visible place in the candhThey want to avoid simply transmitting an
intellectual tradition that does not reflect the interests of a majority of today’s
students. However, if students’ experiences are defined by oppression, basing
education on the student’s experiences alone, will not transform the inequity either.
Critical pedagogy must, to some extent, create an educational context that draws
students out of their everyday lives to take new perspectives on social relationships.
Most often, it hopes to achieve this through a method of critical and reflective
dialogue that links students’ experience with broader social and political problems.
As Freire points out, genuine dialogue allows the teacher to introduce themes and
structure to the discussion along with the stud€ftsis process can be understood
as interpretive in the broad sense that liberal learning is: the students’ lives need to
be related to, translated into the language of these more universal theméss and
versa. While simply providing a well-structured discussion may provide a break
from the everyday routine and conventions that define the students’ experience,
engaging with unfamiliar texts that speak to universal themes can provide a more
radically unconventional perspective to the student. Whether or not the critical
pedagogy classroom employs central texts from the tradition, it is nevertheless
engaged in an interpretive task, like that of liberal learning, as students encounter
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unfamiliar concepts and questions that relate to a broader social reality than their
own immediate life experience.

Critical pedagogy has a more explicit concern with social injustice and demo-
cratic ideals than liberal education. However, the political commitment of critical
education does not determine its scope to the degree that some of its theoretical
articulations can imply. Freire’Bedagogy of the Oppressed was developed in
response to a particular social movement in a particular country. Some versions of
critical pedagogy can imply that it must concern such specific political objectives:
whether it is advocacy for a particular political party or an understanding of the
inequities resulting from global capitalisfitlowever, a more charitable interpre-
tation of critical pedagogy, as it is elaborated by Freire, as well as other critical
theorists of education like Henry Giroux, Michael Apple and Peter McLaren,
suggests that its political aim is quite broad, including reflective participation in
social life and culture more generally. Critical pedagogy has acknowledged its
concern with culture in a broad sense through increased attention to popular
culture®® Building on the argument above, | would argue that historical sources
could serve the critical pedagogue’s aim of making students critical consumers and
creators of culture, without dismissing the students’ experiences. There is no
incompatibility between critical pedagogy and broadly humanistic subject matter
like literature, art, and science, even “classic” texts in these domains of culture, if
they are studied in a context that allows for students’ critical participation.

| hope to have shown that the emphasis on critique in critical pedagogy
implicitly draws on the interpretation of the cultural tradition and domains of that
tradition that are not explicitly political. Furthermore, | hope to have shown that the
emphasis of cultural tradition and universal questions in contemporary liberal
education also requires critical interpretation in the present and a commitment to
democratic social ideals. It is only the simplistic, theoretical articulations of liberal
education and critical pedagogy in which they seem fundamentally incompatible.
With the possible exception of Shorris’s project, the assumption of this antagonism
has left most advocates of the liberal arts, ignorant of critical pedagogy and in a
defensive posture toward what they see as “progressive” or “politically correct”
educational reforr®Similarly, critical theorists of education tend to identify liberal
education with reflexive deference to tradition that does not do justice to the intent
or the effect of liberal learning, even if this identification is supported by the rhetoric
of some of its advocates. The interdependence of interpretation and critique as
central dimensions of education reveals the shared aims and practices of liberal
education and critical pedagogy. The central point of this essay is that these
educational projects are not only compatible, but mutually dependent and that this
dependence should motivate collaboration in curriculum and pedagogy in ways that
are yet to be explored.

So far | have tried to link critical pedagogy and liberal learning by looking more
closely at what is presupposed in the practice of each in order to soften some of their
most pronounced differences. However, their compatibility and dependence is
further revealed by more explicit common ground that they share in opposition to
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other common (and indeed dominant) approaches to education and schooling,
namely training for occupational competence or expertise and cultural transmis-
sion?! Preparing people for work in an ever-developing economy is and should be
one of the central motivations for schooling in the U.S, and it is similarly important

to introduce young people into a common cultural and moral tradftiwhile most

people would agree that education is about something more than social reproduction
or job training, there are few developed accounts of alternatives or complements to
these prevailing approaches. Liberal education and critical pedagogy, if they are no
longer understood to be at cross purposes, can cooperate to provide a rich alternative
to the occupational and transmissive purposes of schools.

The cooperation of liberal education and critical pedagogy suggest two central
principles for schooling. First and most obviously, they provide related versions of
what genuinely democratic education might mean. The one goal that Americans
agree on for education apart from preparation for work life is some notion of
democratic citizenship. While Dewey showed how this political ideal might be
translated into concrete educational practices a century ago, there are few versions
of democratic education beyond the content of a basic civics course. Critical
pedagogy and liberal education provide elaborated visions of education, in a
Deweyian vein, as preparing students for active participation in all domains of social
life by beginning with the classroom. They both portray democratic education in
terms of question-posing that is not merely instrumental; question posing that is not
only about the best means of accomplishing some goal, but about the goals
themselves. Liberal education and critical pedagogy both reject democratic educa-
tion that is merely preparation for a narrowly defined, procedural account of
citizenship. They foster broad intellectual development that is meant to provide the
foundation, in knowledge and dispositions, for critical social participation in a range
of social contexts, including one’s work life.

A second and more controversial principle implied in different ways by critical
pedagogy and liberal education is the importance of distinguishing the process of
learning from the everyday course of experience or mere preparation for future
experience. This principle follows from the preceding point that genuinely demo-
cratic education encourages broad question posing about both the means and the
ends of social life. In liberal education the disjunction of learning from everyday
experience is clearest in its reliance on historically removed texts that are probably
unfamiliar to the students. Again, Hutchins hopes that these texts engage questions
that are relevant to students’ experience in a broad sense, but the process of carefully
reading and discussing them is nevertheless dramatically separate from other forms
of work, recreation, and training in daily life. It is the escape from “the surround of
force,” which has traditionally been a privilege of the elite that is the educational
essence of liberal learning. While critical pedagogues might begin with subject
matter that is more immediately relevant to students, they hope to raise questions that
require unconventional, broad and critical thinking that allows students to imagine
alternative social arrangements. Freire describes the oppressed as dehumanized in
part because they live “submerged’ in a world to which they can give no meaning,
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lacking a ‘tomorrow’ and a ‘today’ because they existin an overwhelming préent.”
He connects a sense of agency with a realization of one’s historical nature, which
requires a perspective outside the present. Critical pedagogy and liberal learning
thus share an effort to make students into historical actors by allowing them to step
outside prevailing conventions and routines of experience.

Critical pedagogy and liberal learning are not the only approaches to education
that emphasize the need to interrupt the normal exigencies of action and preparation
for action. Consider, for example Maxine Greene’s work on the imagination and the
potential for the arts in breaking through the “crust of convenfftdddwever, the
insight from liberal learning that the value of education is not always measured in
terms of immediate relevance is uncommon enough today that it can seem
counterintuitive in both traditional and progressive educational camps. Indeed,
some aspects of critical pedagogy provide a strong version of the claim that
education should be immediately relevant to the students’ current social circum-
stances. | have tried to highlight an alternative goal of critical pedagogy, namely, to
enable the student to take a critical position on society, which requires the suspen-
sion of some existing beliefs and assumptions. The point of connection between
relevance and the escape from the “surround of force” is, of course, that moments
of crisis, misunderstanding and change in everyday experience motivate reflection,
critique, and reorientation. The need to step back from experience in order to re-
consider it, is part of our experience; itis practical. Students must practice reflection
on the context of the broader experience with the aid of central thinkers, past and
present, just as they practice other skills for citizenship and productive employment.
Of course, the defenders of the liberal arts bear some responsibility for the failure
to communicate the importance of historically informed reflection to the personal
and social lives of students.

I have argued that the interpretative, historical focus of liberal education and
the critical, politically informed dimensions of critical pedagogy are mutually
dependent and, together, provide an alternative to education concerned simply with
social transmission and/or preparation for a future occupation. While most reflective
educators and theorists are painfully aware that education needs to be about more
than these narrow goals, | am arguing that there is no need to choose between the
these two rich alternatives that have often appeared to be in tension. Critical
pedagogy’s commitment to liberation and to question posing that begins with
students’ experience is compatible with liberal education’s question posing through
influential historical texts. The ideals and resources of the liberal arts need not
exclude a political commitment to social justice, nor should the political orientation
of critical pedagogy exclude broader domains of culture and human experience that
the liberal arts address. Good critical pedagogy should be a form of liberal learning,
and good liberal education should be critical pedagogy. The commonality of these
projects is highlighted in a shared commitment to forms of social life and education
that are not simply defined by the instrumental transmission of ideas or preparation
for work. They both aspire to provide educational contexts that interrupt participa-
tion in existing social conventions and task-oriented work, however briefly, in order
to cultivate reflection about aspects of our lives that are taken for granted. While the
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opportunities for such reflection may seem like a luxury, they serve an essential role
in fostering social and cultural development that is informed by democratic ideals.
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