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Introduction

The notion of ‘praxis’ came into educational thought in the early 1970s, largely owing to the influence of Paulo Freire’s widely-read books. It was presented as a model of human development with wide applicability in education and elsewhere. The subsequent thirty years have seen important political and philosophical changes, including an absorption of Freire’s ideas into academic discourse. As with any eclectic writer, a degree of selectivity was necessary. Freire’s existential subjectivism seemed a dead end, but his concept of ‘praxis’ was useful for writers insisting on the political dimension of educational issues, and accordingly on seeing educational reform as part of a far wider program.

My aim in this discussion is to review these ideas in the light of later developments and, in particular, to locate the ‘praxis’ notion within today’s educational debates involving culture, identity, social power, and related issues. My approach is a philosophical one. That is: I am interested in the theory within which this concept makes sense and aims at an explanatory role. As an isolated phrase, taken out of such a context, it is at best a rather pretentious literary device. So: what work is this idea supposed to do?

To start at the beginning: what I call ‘praxis’ is what Marx called ‘revolutionary praxis’. He uses that expression in his ‘Theses on Feuerbach’ and in The German Ideology, both written in 1845-46. Neither of these works was published during Marx’s lifetime, but they became influential in opening up the earlier phases of his thinking, which address some themes not readily identifiable (although arguably still present) within the economic analyses of Capital or Grundrisse. The idea of ‘revolutionary praxis’ is explored at some length in The German Ideology, where it is characterized as an activity in which “the changing of oneself coincides with the changing of circumstances.”
 

The target of the third Thesis on Feuerbach is the view of materialists like Robert Owen that human beings are products of their upbringing and environment, so that the way to reform society is to designing an educational system (in the broad sense) which will turn out the ‘right’ sort of people. The use of the concept of praxis in The German Ideology is directed against a different opponent altogether. Marx and Engels devoted over a hundred pages to the arguments of Max Stirner, nowadays a forgotten figure, despite periodic efforts by libertarians to revive his reputation. Stirner’s view is, in a way, just the opposite of the materialist approach. He believes that changing oneself is both necessary and sufficient for bringing about social reform. What he wants to see is individual rebellion, not top-down revolution.

From the praxis standpoint, both of these views are not so much false as one-sided. By itself, however, the definition of ‘praxis’ as a unity of changing oneself and changing circumstances does not go far enough. The word ‘unity’ needs unpacking. What is meant is that each side of this process occurs by means of the other. I think this is what is meant (if anything is meant) by a ‘dialectical’ process. In saying that, I am not referring to the so-called ‘dialectical’ processes that Engels described in his philosophical writing. Like most readers not already committed to ‘dialectical materialism’, I find these unconvincing. Furthermore, the later history of dialectical thinking is not inspiring. The topic has inspired a great amount of special pleading, especially when applied to scientific theorising. We still see sporadic outbreaks within academic writing. In Marxist philosophy, the most interesting use of dialectic has been as a counterweight to a powerful and successful research program, that is, to scientific reductionism. And that has a lot to do with ‘praxis’, as contrasted with one-way causation.

The notion of mediation belongs to the language of process. A relation is something that exists, but mediation is something that occurs. Saying that each side of praxis (that is, changing oneself and changing circumstances) is mediated by the other requires a further question: what are the conditions for this mediation, given that, as we know, each side can perfectly well occur (and usually does occur) by itself? I suggested an answer to this question in an article written some years ago.
 The key to the structure of praxis, I argued, lies in another contentious area, the unity of theory and practice. In fact, some writers (such as Paulo Freire and those who follow his example) would define the concept in those terms from the start, though I think this is too limited an interpretation by itself. The problem of theory and practice has various aspects, ranging from the epistemological to the political and moral. Once again, simply talking about ‘unity’ is not enough. The history of socialism shows how ideological such expressions can be. But stating the problem opens up an area which has been usefully explored by various writers who discuss the links between power, criticism and social action. 

The ironies of twentieth century history can be seen in the history of the term ‘praxis’. Antonio Gramsci used the phrase ‘philosophy of praxis’ as a code word for Marxism in his prison notebooks of the 1920s, in part to evade censorship but also because the idea was central to his political philosophy. In the 1960s Praxis was the name of a Yugoslav philosophy journal, one of the few coming out of any socialist country that could claim some independence of thought, until it was closed down by the Serbian authorities in 1975. The writers associated with Praxis had advocated a ‘socialist humanism’ in which the concept of praxis was given a strongly normative and even ethical function. After the disintegration of Yugoslavia, some of them followed the now familiar path from socialism to nationalism. My guess is that it is only in Western academic circles that ‘praxis’ is still mentioned these days. Finally we might note that ‘Praxis’ is now the trading name of various American businesses, including (as one might perhaps expect) a computer software company.
Praxis and naturalism

It seems to me that one of the most important philosophical issues here is the problem of locating praxis within a naturalistic philosophy. I say ‘naturalistic’ rather than ‘materialistic’ primarily to avoid confusion with the issue of so-called ‘historical materialism’. To what extent we can attribute any philosophy in the traditional sense to the mature Marx is a debated question, given his suspicions about the ideological nature of theorising. Still, from 1859 onwards Marx was very much an admirer of Charles Darwin’s evolutionary theory. In Capital he called for an emulation of Darwin’s research program within social science, in the form of a history of human technology. The Darwinist research program (as expressed in works like The Descent of Man) encourages us to abandon any preoccupation with the supposed uniqueness of human beings. Nevertheless, like many other writers, Marx was concerned to establish the differences between human activity and that of other animals, and in Capital we find him attempting to define the specificity of labour as a category. An even more interesting sketch appears in Grundrisse, relying on the Aristotelian categories of matter and form to distinguish between life and labour. Life is defined as a material process that maintains its own form, labour as one that maintains the forms of other things.
 But it would be hasty to suppose that either of these approaches is inconsistent with naturalism.

When we turn to the writings of Paulo Freire, things are different. Marx’s third Thesis on Feuerbach was aimed against what he called ‘the materialist doctrine concerning education’. Freire’s rejection of materialism is much more encompassing. Oppressors, he says, have a “strictly materialistic concept of existence.”
 The influence of Sartre’s existential philosophy is evident in passages like this. Thus, Freire repudiates what he calls “a mechanistic, static, naturalistic, specialized view of consciousness.”
 Naturalism is bad because it treats people as ‘objects’, forgetting that “one cannot conceive of objectivity without subjectivity.”
 This in turn means that “Education as the practice of freedom ... denies that the world exists as a reality apart from men.”
 An anecdote which Freire relates illustrates this point.

In a discussion of man-world relationships during a ‘culture circle’ a Chilean peasant affirmed, “I now see that there is no world without men.” When the educator asked, “Suppose all men died, but there were still trees, animals, birds, rivers, and stars, wouldn’t this be the world?’ ‘No’, replied the peasant, ‘there would be no one to say, this is the world’.

Whether the peasant’s view testifies to his philosophical ability or to a Socratic pedagogy on Freire’s part is hard to say. But whatever we call this standpoint, it is certainly not naturalism. All this puts Freire’s thinking out of step with current philosophy, at least in the English-speaking countries.

It can hardly be denied that in today’s philosophical climate, naturalism is enjoying a remarkable period of hegemony – possibly for the first time since the early beginnings of philosophy. Its various recent rivals have largely fallen by the wayside, with the possible exception of a kind of subjectivism or relativism which is far more popular outside the professional community of philosophy than inside. This naturalism is in some ways like what Marx and Engels, in their more condescending moments, called ‘vulgar materialism’. A contrasting ‘dialectical’ version of materialism, claiming direct descent from Engels (and less plausibly from Marx) was an established ideology in many countries during most of the twentieth century. In fact, its demise may well have been hastened by this official patronage, never a healthy influence on philosophy, any more than on art and literature.

Philosophical naturalism is alive and well these days. As always, it takes scientific knowledge based on validation by observation as its normative model. Some Marxian thinkers – notably Engels – might be associated with this outlook. For the ‘praxis’ tradition, however, the dimension of social action is not given equal status here. As Georg Lukács remarked, “scientific experimentation is contemplation at its purest”.
 The scientist sets out to isolate certain natural processes, so that they can be observed without any disturbance from other influences.
 Moreover, Lukács argues, Engels fails to see that the ‘successes’ of science and industry are just the functions of a passive instrument of capitalist production, not a genuinely human – that is, autonomous – mode of action. In this disagreement, I am inclined to think that Engels comes out in the right, despite his lack of philosophical sophistication in some ‘dialectical’ illustrations which critics have found an easy target. Anyone who accepts an external reality must concede an irreducible element of passivity in all knowledge. However much we emphasise the importance of our own contribution, it can hardly be the whole story, as even the strongest advocate of ‘praxis’ should agree.

During the Cold War period, Marx was regarded with suspicion as an exponent of atheistic materialism. Some of this lingers, but there has also been a strange reversal. When philosophical naturalism experienced a dramatic rise in influence within English-speaking countries, it was discovered that Marx was not a materialist at all, but an ontological dualist of the Cartesian variety, because he affirmed the distinction between material and non-material realities when he asserted the causal primacy of the material base over the ideological superstructure. I do not think this is true, but to deal with the issue fully, it would be necessary to address the wider issue of Marx’s relation to philosophy, from his early Hegelianism to his notion of an abolition (Aufhebung) of philosophy, and eventually to his endorsement of Engels’ heroic attempt to construct a comprehensive new philosophical system. 

The question here is whether praxis can somehow be reconciled with the general direction of today’s philosophical naturalism. On its methodological side, this is allied with pragmatism, in that it explores ways of choosing between theories by reference to properties such as simplicity. At the same time, it accepts the challenge that any naturalistic outlook must face: that is, the task of accounting for itself. Hence it is closely in touch with the program of cognitive science, which promises to give for the first time answers to many of the questions once considered to constitute the agenda of epistemology and philosophy of mind. How does the concept of praxis fit in with these ideas? For the time being, I will have to leave that question open, though I think it is worth further investigation. Instead, I would like to look at another side of the present philosophical climate, and touch on the theme of postmodernism.
Praxis and postmodernism

Marx was writing within the context of what nowadays tends to be called ‘the Enlightenment project’. His criticisms of Max Stirner and of the French eighteenth-century materialists, sharp though they were, assumed a good deal of common ground. Any questioning of these shared premises inevitably undercuts Marx’s general approach. I said earlier that praxis is defined first and foremost in terms of the unity of the changing of oneself and the changing of circumstances. Yet the agenda of ‘changing oneself’ looks problematical these days. We know how people have been expected to change themselves in order to assimilate and conform to a dominant culture, and how much schooling has imposed or reinforced that demand. We also know how inadequate ‘deficit’ models are for understanding the difficulties that individuals have in coping with their situations. What we want nowadays, one might say, is not to change ourselves but, on the contrary, as Nietzsche put it, to ‘become what we are’.
 We want a recognition – if not a celebration – of our personal and social identities.

Alternatively, we may not want any kind of stable identity. Postmodernist writers point out the advantages of presenting a moving target in the face of powerful forces of domination. From their point of view, the praxis concept is a relatively benign version of a project which they reject as a whole. Now, Marx’s recommendations for education presuppose the kind of society which he saw as emerging in advanced countries, and as already existing on the American frontier, “a world of adventurers who change their jobs as often as they change their shirts.”
 One might try replacing ‘jobs with ‘identities’ here. Marx’s conclusion for education was that for workers who are not tied to any one occupation but move about like this, schooling cannot be vocational training in the narrow sense. Something similar would follow for education, assuming the postmodern condition, but would be spelled out in terms of gender and other factors rather than (or as well as) labour capacities.

Marx’s ideas have undergone an ironic inversion in recent times. Structuralist social theories reduce the individual to an unextended point of reference, a pure ‘bearer’ of social relations. Functionalism allocates the concrete features of everyday behaviour to a ‘role’ which is separated from the person – in one of the more unappealing variants of the idea, some people are (or are expected to be) ‘role models’ – and again, the more one counts as part of a role, the less is left over. Ultimately this is like the Fregean notion of a function, where the variable should really be an absence rather than a presence on the page, though we have to use particular symbols (such as ‘x’ and ‘y’) in order to tell one variable from another, since it is precisely their difference that matters. Thus what Marx called ‘alienation’ becomes the preferred mode of human existence. It is even seen as a liberating concept: we keep our freedom by not actually being identifiable with what we do or how we appear. Anyone who does commit such an identification is like the waiter in the café whom Jean-Paul Sartre accused of being in bad faith, apparently because he seemed to be taking too much interest in his work.

Much of this works on the symbolic level of social construction – which, as we should note, Marx tended to pass off as ideological. His critique of the fetishism of commodities is the classic deconstruction of social identities. The notion that commodities have ‘value’ in their own right, he says, is like primitive religion, in which “the products of the human mind assume independent shapes, endowed with lives of their own, and able to enter into relations with men and women.”
 The great merit of capitalism, Marx and Engels argued in The Communist Manifesto (and this is only one of the many that they celebrate) was that it exposed previous notions of social identity as mystifications, and dismissed their satisfactions as ‘philistine sentimentalism’. It did this by stripping all social relations down to the impersonal level of the marketplace. “The bourgeoisie has stripped of its halo every occupation hitherto honoured and looked up to with reverent awe.”
 All that was a good thing, they thought – in fact, just one of the many achievements of that most revolutionary of all social classes, the bourgeoisie.

It is clear now that modernisation has never been so straightforward. The claim that the marketplace enables everyone to be treated equally is contradicted by the persistence of many counter-examples. Further, it is argued that these are not anomalies – that the stability of this system depends on practices of discrimination according to sex, race and ethnicity. An alternative view, of course, is that old ways have far more staying power than socialist authorities ever assumed. Their premature announcements of ‘new’ forms of human nature (presumably involving acquired characteristics which are expected to be passed on to descendents) have been contradicted in the past twenty years by the re-emergence of aggressive versions of nationalism and religious fundamentalism, even after many years of socialism.

Identity politics (if I can use that as a broad label) is a perennial problem for Marxist theory, which prefers to see people acting according to their class membership at all times. Marx was baffled by the evident failure of historical materialism to fit the French politics of the 1850s, and the confident claim of the Communist Manifesto that the workers ‘have no country’ looked foolish after the wars of the early twentieth century. Later Marxist writers have tried to come to terms with the relative autonomy of cultural practice. Marx himself recognised this in relation to education when he remarked on the relatively advanced state of public education in the United States of America, and tried to paper over the problem by speaking of ‘uneven development’. Sometimes the re-emergence of old passions in places like the Balkans does seem to be a regression to an earlier age. In Western countries, however, another explanation is at hand. It is what is loosely referred to as the post-modernist perspective, which treats the failure of rationalisation not as a regression but as the emergence of a new pattern. We need to try to locate ‘praxis’ within that context.

This actuality is reflected in the realm of ideas by an enormous growth of analyses and theories which focus on issues of identity. In the enormous literature on the educational politics of ethnicity and sexuality, Marxism is severely criticised, not necessarily for being materialistic – since we are all materialists nowadays – but for its primary emphasis on economic factors, and for a corresponding lack of attention to important and irreducibly non-economic (but presumably material) realities. For all its commitment to human liberation, it is charged, Marxism failed to challenge the dominant ideology’s denial of the ‘lived’ experiences of people whose subordinate status subjected them to being unseen, unheard and unacknowledged. Now, any Marxist capable of self-criticism might accept this point and attempt to remedy the fault, while still upholding the same general framework of concepts. The outcome would be something like the recent contributions of Michael Apple or Henry Giroux. On the other hand, the possibility of finding a wholly new theory, rather than patching up an existing one, does have its own appeal, as well as offering its own rewards. 

The ‘postmodern’ trend in recent thought is not at all easy to define. This elusiveness may simply be a hidden-position strategy, but it is also bound up with what post-modernists take to be the characteristic of the historical period which, they suggest, has succeeded the ‘modern’ period. Postmodernism is really in large part an account of modernity, as well as a destructive critique and rejection of its ideals. The picture drawn of Western culture over the period of the rise of capitalism emphasises the displacement of traditional customs and beliefs by universal norms, embodying the authority of scientific knowledge and practical rationality. The theoretical exponents of modernity may have disagreed amongst themselves over the character of this global framework, but they did not doubt its necessity. According to their critics, however, such claims have always been a rationale for the domination of some groups over others: of males over females, of whites over non-whites, and of European over non-European peoples, as well as embodying hubristic aspirations for human power over nature itself. This assertion is not just about the content of the system (as in a Marxian analysis of ideology) but attacks the assumption that there must be some such ‘truth’ in the first place. What our present situation has exposed, it is argued, is that no ‘grand narrative’ can justify its claim to universal and exclusive validity. All such pretensions have been undermined by their own unacknowledged exclusions, which in the long run acted to bring them undone. The voices of silenced groups have exposed the partiality of a culture of domination, while the crisis of the environment challenges a traditional identification of scientific knowledge with human power and control.

Philosophically, postmodernist thought invokes an epistemology (drawn and adapted from post-positivist philosophies of science) of conceptual ‘paradigms’ which are mutually incommensurable: that is, which share no common ground of accepted knowledge on the basis of which one could compare and decide between them in some objective way. In this situation, the assumption of a single ‘narrative’ (and in some candid versions, a single truth or reality) becomes unjustifiable. The kind of integrated theory and practice typified by Marxism, especially in the comprehensive, systematic form for which Engels was primarily responsible, appears here as an anachronism. Instead of claims to unity and universality, a play of differences and singularities is held up as the alternative – and, indeed, the inevitable outcome of the failure of traditional metaphysical systems to live up to their own claims.

What the postmodernists say about society has important bearings upon education. Familiar controversies over the relations between school, work and the state are undermined by the assertion that these are no longer the factors that dominate people’s lives. Becoming a member of this society, the argument runs, no longer means fitting into a position within the relations of production as a wage-labourer or employer or self-employed professional. In contrast, it may mean being defined in terms of the images of popular culture, which represent neither fixed ‘positions’ nor continuing ‘roles’ within a given social context, but rather vary and shift in their interactions with one another, not presupposing any underlying basis. What about the debate over the role of the state? According to postmodernist writers, the age of the centralised state is over. The failure of the command economies and downfall of the communist governments of Russia and Eastern Europe is one dramatic illustration of their thesis, but its main confirmation is to be sought in Western societies. It is not simply that the current political consensus favours a winding down of the welfare state and its corollary, the centrally organised system of public schooling, but also that other forces have already made their functions irrelevant.

In the case of the school, these forces are largely to be found in the marketplaces of popular culture. The notion of an ‘official’ knowledge which the school is charged with selecting, defining and imposing upon each new generation through its curriculum is undermined by the mass media. New technologies are used here in ways which frustrate rearguard attempts at regulation and control. The best instance is the electronic internet, which provides global access to information and misinformation alike, without any pretence of quality control. Facing such a fait accompli, the school may persevere with an endeavour to pass on both skills and attitudes relevant to the workplace, or it may content itself with concentrating on very general abilities, such as those associated with information technology.

Moreover, schools must deal with other important social changes. In multicultural societies, they must face the demands of dealing with ethnic and religious groups, or with gay and lesbian youth. One common interpretation of this agenda simply adapts the standard justification of the modern school: every part of a community must have an equal opportunity to gain skills and qualifications for their future working lives. Yet the reality of such programmes is often more concerned with confirming identities which are found (or constructed) in the cultural marketplace as images whose validation by something outside themselves – for Marx, the material reality of the sphere of production – is not even an issue. Culturally, therefore, the school as a force for social unity common to traditional and progressive educators, no longer applies. On the contrary, a mutual acknowledgment of difference is often held up as the goal to be achieved. 

Karl Marx often figures in the literature of post-modernism as one of the last, and even best, intellectual representatives of the historical period of modernity which is now over. There is a Marxian answer to this mixed compliment. It concedes that many features of the society of the early twenty-first century correspond to the postmodern analysis, but insists that social class and its effects remain a material reality, and a determining factor in education, as elsewhere. It notes that many of the social changes emphasised by postmodernists seem to be quite local: for instance, the decline of manufacturing industry in comparison with information technologies in rich countries is often just its relocation to poorer countries. When much of the world is still struggling to attain the social conditions of industrialised modernity, it is premature to celebrate a further step onwards. In any case, the difference between work and play, between the realm of necessity and the realm of freedom, is likely to remain an obstinate reality, as Marx commented on Fourier’s utopian fantasies. Of course, capitalist society is always changing, as Marx and Engels pointed out with much emphasis. Hence, no survey like this can claim to be the last word. All one can say is: Marx’s ideas on education have proven to be highly fruitful in their application to an understanding of our society’s modes of education. How far they will retain relevance in a new century of globalised change and development remains to be seen.

Let me return to Marx for a moment. His speeches on education are not widely known, since they were given to a small audience – the London Council of the First International – and not published until the twentieth century. According to the minutes of one meeting in August 1869,

Citizen Marx said there was a peculiar difficulty connected with this question. On the one hand change of social circumstances was required to establish a proper system of education, on the other hand a proper system of education was required to bring about a change of social circumstances; we must therefore commence where we were.

Telling us to begin where we are may be sensible advice, but it is not immediately helpful. Similarly, I doubt that a single concept like praxis can offer much in isolation. If it is not just a slogan rather than a concept which has both explanatory and critical functions, it will be part of a broader theoretical framework. Still, I think it is too soon to dismiss the idea, as long as the problems that it was originally intended to address are still with us – as they are.
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