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In this book, Peter McLaren traces the development of the lives and
work of Che Guevara and Paulo Freire, two of the most important
members of the left in the 20th century. Mclaren’s goal is to “tease out the
ways in which the pedagogy of these two historical figures can be used as
a wellspring for creating the type of critical agency necessary to contest
and transform current global relations of exploitation and oppression”
(p. xxvi). McLaren argues that the ideas and examples of these two
important educators and revolutionaries can help educators transform
schools into sites for social justice and revolutionary socialist praxis, and
he targets his message especially to those of us who work in teacher
education institutions. The book treats Guevara and Freire in an uneven
manner devoting over twice as much space to the life and work of Che.
McLaren argues that this approach is necessary because of the need to
retrieve the memory of Che who almost is never discussed in the literature
of the educational left.

There are several major themes that run throughout the book. The first
is the attempt by McLaren to lay out the current situation in the world
today where the economic comfort of a small minority is directly linked
to the poverty and suffering of the vast majority and where neo-liberalism
and global capitalism have generated a critical ecological crisis and have
helped to maintain widespread poverty. A second aspect of the book is
a chronology of the lives and work of Guevara and Freire that has been
largely taken from the works of others and from news reports. There is
nothing new added by these summaries and from the chronicling of the
activities of the Zapatista movement in Chiapas that one couldn’t have
gotten from being awake over the last 30 years and in touch with any
sources in the alternative media. McLaren’s contribution is his attempt
to link the lives and work of these leaders to the practice of critical or
revolutionary pedagogy in today’s schools.
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In doing so, McLaren is very critical of whom he refers to as liberals,
progressives, and pseudo-Freirians who have distorted the work of Freire
and the idea of critical pedagogy in general into classroom dialogue
and cooperative learning, etcetera, often losing sight of the larger polit-
ical project of overcoming socioeconomic injustice linked to the political
and economic structures of society. He is also very critical throughout
the book of many postmodern intellectuals (some are spared from his
attacks) because he feels that their problematic analyses, which ignore
the reality of class struggle, help camouflage the subjugation and oppres-
sion of the masses. He argues that much of the work of postmodernist
intellectuals, with what he sees as their often pretentious, jargon-filled
and indecipherable discourse, represents an abandonment of the hope for
revolutionary social change. McLaren seeks to bring the reality of class
struggle back into focus while not ignoring the race, gender and sexual
preference aspects of exploitation in today’s unequal world. He argues that,
in many cases, the postmodernist critique has served to reproduce the very
bourgeois structures that it seeks to contest.

McLaren calls for a renewed and revivified critical pedagogy (later in
the book he refers to it as revolutionary) that is consistent with the lives
and work of both Che and Freire. He sees this pedagogy as contributing
to the building of a socialist world where resources are redistributed in
more equitable and humane ways. Much of what McLaren calls for in
the name of critical pedagogy are things that apply not just to educators
but to all citizens who want to work for a more humane and just world
– challenging the many aspects of global capitalism and US foreign and
economic policies that are directly linked to widespread oppression and
poverty, and challenging the policy initiatives within our own country that
have trampled over the rights of immigrants and the poor.

One major weakness in this book, though, is the failure of McLaren to
address what his general arguments mean in terms of the everyday realities
of both teachers and teacher educators. Although there is not much that I
disagree with in terms of McLaren’s general arguments, the style of the
writing (which is often similar in its obscurity to some of the postmodern
writing he criticizes) and the general nature of his recommendations make
me wonder to whom this book is addressed. It is clear that the attacks on
postmodern intellectuals are directed at those in the academy. Although
McLaren states early on that his message about Che and Freire is directed
especially to those who work in teacher education institutions, there is
little attempt in the book to connect his general arguments to the everyday
realities of being a teacher educator in many countries in the world today
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in this time of standards-based reform, accountability mandates, Title II
reporting requirements, and so on.

Although I agree with probably most of Mclaren’s analysis in the book
about the state of our planet and poverty and suffering of the many that
is linked with the comfort and privilege of the few, and with his general
argument that we need to work on a daily basis to move toward a more
equitable distribution of the world’s resources and to lessening the human
suffering and poverty that is experienced by the majority of people, as I
read the book I resented the general calls to join the revolution to work
against global capitalism and toward a socialist reality that was cast only
in the most general of terms.

If McLaren wants to speak to teacher educators and be taken seriously,
he will have to talk about what his ideas actually mean for those of us
who actually work every day at the important task of educating teachers
for our nation’s schools and who have to confront, on a regular basis,
the assaults on our work by the political right and by those who want
to direct and control practice through punitive accountability mandates.
There is vague reference at the beginning of the book to his political work
throughout the world on behalf of the arguments that he sets forth in the
book. It would have been helpful to hear more about some of this work,
so I could have avoided the impression that I was forming of listening to
someone who was sitting in Westwood, California on the outside of the low
status and underfunded world of teacher educators telling us, who actually
do the work, about how we should prepare teachers to lead the socialist
revolution. Nowhere does McLaren confront the reality that many people
going into teaching today in the U.S. and elsewhere would consider his
ideas absurd and reject them out of hand. Most of Mclaren’s arguments
assume that teacher education students and teachers will happily take up
the cause once they are enlightened about the true state of the world and
about the role of schooling in maintaining it. This is a very naive view
that fails to connect many of his very important points to the realities of
the people whom he hopes to influence. If on the other hand, the book
is written mainly to those who already agree with his political positions,
then there is not enough specific guidance offered to implement any of the
general ideas beyond his cheerleading from the sidelines. It is important
for McLaren to grapple with the issue of how his ideas could be taken up
in places like LA Unified school district which is right in his own back
yard.

One part of the book that I found to be totally unnecessary and irritating
is the way in which the author has drawn attention to himself and away
from Che and Freire and the main arguments of the book. A few examples
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of this are the opening of the book with “A salute to Peter McLaren” by
a Chilean academic, Luis Vitale, that follows a section by Joe Kincheloe,
the series editor, entitled “Peter McLaren: The Poet Laureate of the Educa-
tional Left.” The closing image of the book is a photograph of the author
flashing his Che tattoo. Throughout the book McLaren praises both Che
and Freire for the way in which they prioritized the building of a more just
world over personal gain. Freire in particular is praised for his humbleness
and devotion to the cause of social justice over personal gain. This book
could have benefited from a little more humbleness from McLaren. All of
this “showmanship” only distracts from the force of his arguments.

After I read this book, I randomly asked a number of teacher education
students in different programs at the University of Wisconsin-Madison if
they had heard about Che and Freire and if so what they knew about their
lives and work. Very few of the students that I spoke with even at this
relatively progressive School of Education could tell me much about either
man. A few had heard about Che in a history class, but almost no one
knew much about the life and work of Paulo Freire. This is a very sad
state of affairs. These brief encounters with about a dozen or so students
confirmed for me that what McLaren says at the onset of the book is correct
– that there is a need to resurrect the work of both Che and Freire and
to bring the idea of critical praxis back into the discourse about critical
pedagogy. This is very serious business given the poverty and suffering
that is experienced by so many people in the world today. In the end, I
was disappointed by the failure of this book to connect with the reality of
teachers and teacher educators and offer specific guidance and examples
of how teacher education can contribute to the worthy goals that McLaren
sets for us all.
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