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Problematizing Critical Pedagogy

by
Mary Breuing

This article presents the results from a qualitative research study that examined 
the ways in which 17 self-identified critical pedagogues actually define critical 
pedagogy and their identification of its central aims and purposes. This article 
problematizes the overlapping and contradictory definitions of critical pedagogy 
and its historical roots. It critically examines the ways in which professors ex-
plicitly communicate the “critical” or justice-oriented intent of critical pedagogy. 

Introduction

Numerous critical pedagogues, including Ken Osborne (1990), Henry Giroux 
(1997), and Stephen Sweet (1998), among others, argue that critical theory needs 
to move beyond educational ideology, examining how it can be meaningfully em-
ployed in classroom practice. I recently conducted a qualitative research study 
that examined the successes and challenges that 17 self-identified critical peda-
gogues encounter as they endeavor to turn the theories of critical pedagogy into 
post-secondary classroom practices as one means to address the above critique. 
The study revealed some surprising results related to post-secondary classroom 
praxis, including the ways in which self-identified critical pedagogues actually 
define critical pedagogy and their identification of its central aims and purposes. 
Specifically, this paper will present the results from the following study queries: 
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In what ways do you self-identify as a critical pedagogue?; How do you define 
critical pedagogy?; If you were to identify one or two aims of critical pedagogy, 
what would they be?; and who are some of the critical pedagogical theorists who 
have influenced you?

This paper will present the results related to those central queries as a means 
to add to the discourse on the multiple and varied definitions of critical pedagogy 
which are both overlapping and contradictory (Gur-Ze’ev, 1998; Kincheloe, 2004; 
Lather, 1998). The intent is to further elucidate the central aims and purposes of 
post-secondary critical pedagogical praxis and to critically examine them.

Literature Review

This literature review literature will explore the multiple and varied definitions 
of critical pedagogy, including some mention of the central aims and purposes of 
critical pedagogy. An examination of the historical roots of critical pedagogy will 
serve as the foundation for this discussion. 

Few empirical studies to date have examined the ways in which self-identi-
fied critical pedagogues define critical pedagogy. Beatriz Ruiz and Juan-Miguel 
Fernandez-Balboa (2005) conducted a study with 17 physical education teach-
er educators and their personal perspectives regarding their practices of critical 
pedagogy. They concluded that 11 of the 17 self-identified critical pedagogues in 
the study had vague definitions of critical pedagogy, its principles, and its purpose 
and three of the study participants had no definitions for it at all. 

Since the intent of their study was to examine professors’ critical praxis, 
Ruiz and Fernandez-Balboa (2005) concluded that it was no wonder that many of 
the physical education teachers actually “floundered” when trying to implement 
critical pedagogy in the post-secondary classroom, since they struggled to even 
define it. Ruiz and Fernandez-Balboa noted that these self-identified critical peda-
gogues most often actually reverted back to the type of transmission-based peda-
gogy they knew best from their own formal school experiences. “As a result, their 
emancipatory intentions sometimes translated into oppressive practices” (p. 258). 
Given this actuality, there exists some rationale for exploring the definitions of 
critical pedagogy as a means to examine the ways in which self-identified critical 
pedagogues engage in post-secondary classroom praxis.

Historical Roots of Critical Pedagogy and Definitions

While an attempt to seek out the “founding fathers” of critical pedagogy has come 
under some criticism (Giroux, 1992; Lather, 1998), and attempts to establish an 
“authentic” version or definition of critical pedagogy through such means simply 
reinforces the patriarchal notions that critical pedagogy in part attempts to negate, 
to wholly ignore the historical roots of critical pedagogy would be an oversight, 
particularly in light of the above.
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While there are numerous definitions and versions of contemporary critical 
theory and critical pedagogy (Gur-Ze’ev, 1998; Kincheloe, 2004), most of the 
related literature begins with a discussion of the roots of the theory of critical 
pedagogy. Historically, critical pedagogy was perceived to be one realization of 
the critical theory of the Frankfurt School (Gur-Ze’ev; Kincheloe; Lather, 1998; 
McLaren, 2003). The critical theoretical tradition developed by the Frankfurt 
School was greatly influenced by the work of Karl Marx, and particularly his 
views about labor. According to Marx, the essential societal problem was socio-
economic inequality. Marx believed that all people needed to work toward a so-
cialized economy, within which each individual received according to her needs 
and contributed according to her ability (Eisner, 2002). In essence, Marx argued 
that social justice is dependent upon economic conditions. 

The “Critical Theorists of the Frankfurt School,” established in 1923, adopted 
a less unified social criticism, while still embracing some of Marx’s views as they 
related to schools and education. In its beginnings, Max Horkheimer, Theodor 
Adorno, and perhaps most significantly, Herbert Marcuse, argued that the process 
of schooling withholds opportunities for students to formulate their own aims and 
goals, and essentially serves to de-skill students (Apple, 1982; Kincheloe, 2004). 
The “Critical Theorists of the Frankfurt School” argued that schools encourage 
dependency and a hierarchical understanding of authority, and provide a distorted 
view of history and other “taken-for-granted truths” that in turn, undermine the 
kind of social consciousness needed to bring about change and social transforma-
tion (Eisner, 2002). 

One key figure in the Latin American liberation movement was Paulo Freire, 
who is commonly regarded as the inaugural philosopher of critical pedagogy 
(McLaren, 2000). Freire’s work with the poor in Brazil introduced him to the lives 
of impoverished peasants. His experiences compelled him to develop educational 
ideals and practices that would serve to improve the lives of these marginalized 
people and to lessen their oppression. Freire understood schools to be impedi-
ments to the education of the poor, and thus sought to find strategies for students to 
intervene in what he considered to be a dehumanizing process (Kincheloe, 2004). 
Freire (1970) referred to this educative process as liberatory action or praxis. He 
argued that people need to engage in a praxis that incorporates theory, action, and 
reflection as a means to work toward social change and justice, and he devised a 
literacy program based on this ideal as well as the practical needs of his students. 

In North America, the “New Left Scholars” began to focus their attention 
increasingly on critical pedagogy as well. In the late 1970s and 1980s, Henry 
Giroux (1981) began to formulate a critical pedagogy that synthesized the more 
progressive elements of John Dewey’s philosophy and the critical theory of the 
Frankfurt School. Giroux, along with Roger Simon, Michael Apple, and Peter 
McLaren focused their efforts on examining and better understanding the role 
that schools play in transmitting certain messages about political, social, and eco-
nomic life believing that a revolutionary critical pedagogy will allow educators to 
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realize the possibilities of democratic social values within their classroom (Kin-
cheloe, 2004).

Patti Lather’s work in the field of critical education has revolved around char-
acterizing the relationship between feminist and critical pedagogy, feminist eth-
nography, and poststructuralism (Kincheloe, 2004). Lather (1991) examines the 
ways in which many of the “post” discourses can help critical pedagogues explore 
and critique the role of power and hegemony in research methods and modes of 
knowledge production. “The practices of poststructural deconstruction associated 
with Derrida; and postmodern currents associated with Derrida, Foucault, Lyo-
tard, Ebert, and others” (Kincheloe & McLaren, 2005, p. 305) have also prob-
lematized the social, cultural, and economic contexts of sources of knowledge 
and pedagogy. 

Caroline Shrewsbury (1987), bell hooks (1994), and Kathleen Weiler (2001), 
alongside other feminist pedagogues, argue that education should challenge the 
structure of the traditional canon and develop and offer alternative classroom 
practices. Feminist pedagogy reinforces the idea that both the content of the cur-
riculum and the methods of pedagogy employed teach lessons. Feminist peda-
gogy “emphasizes the importance of consciousness raising, the existence of op-
pressive social structure and the need to change it, and the possibility of social 
transformation” (Weiler, 2001, p. 68). 

Ira Shor (1996) explicitly brings the theory of critical pedagogy to the post-
secondary classroom, attempting to address similar concerns to those that Lather 
expressed regarding the shortcomings of transmission-based pedagogies. Shor 
became fascinated with the work of Freire and worked to integrate notions of 
social critique with classroom techniques of pedagogy in ways that create new 
educational possibilities (Kincheloe, 2004). Shor integrates instruction about the 
theory of critical pedagogy with a classroom praxis that emphasizes the potential 
for teachers and students to act as agents of social change.

While this historical overview may represent an oversimplification of many 
aspects of critical pedagogy, they provide one way to view some of the pedago-
gies that are central to a relevant review of literature for this present study. Within 
this “history,” there is contradiction, overlap, and resistance to the attempts of 
some critical theorists and pedagogues to identify the “one perfect” definition or 
a narrow set of prescriptive practices that constitute the field of critical pedagogy.

It was interesting to discover the multiple and varied definitions of critical 
pedagogy as I engaged in a review of related literature. It was also interesting 
to note the paucity of empirical studies related to definitions and aims and pur-
poses of critical pedagogy. This study was thus designed to specifically examine 
the ways in which critical pedagogues define critical pedagogy (MacDonald & 
Brooker, 1999; Ruiz & Fernandez-Balboa, 2005) and to examine the overlap and 
contradictory definitions of critical pedagogy (Gur-Ze’ev, 1998; Kincheloe, 2004) 
as a means to better understand peoples’ conceptions of critical pedagogy and the 
ways in which these conceptions inform classroom practice.
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Methodology

The following key query guided the research study: What are the ways in which 
self-identified critical pedagogues actually engage in critical pedagogical practi-
ces within the post-secondary classroom? This section will outline the research 
participants, materials, and the research design for this study.

Participants

I sent out several “calls” for research participants to the listserv of the Critical 
Educators for Social Justice Special Interest Group (CESJ-SIG) of the American 
Educational Research Association (AERA) in September, 2005 to recruit self-
identified critical pedagogues who were interested in participating in this study. 
In total, there were 17 self-identified critical pedagogues from that group who 
participated in this study. Of those 17 people, ten were female and seven were 
male. There was a wide age range, with one participant being between the ages 
of 30-40 and one participant being over 70 years old. Most participants were 
between the ages of 50-60. Ten participants were non-tenured professors and one 
of these was a full-time lecturer and doctoral student. Seven participants were 
tenured professors. 

Thirteen participants self-identified themselves as Caucasian; one as Latina; 
one as Native-American; one as Chicana; and one as Asian American. Two re-
search participants were Canadians, teaching in Canadian universities and the rest 
(15) were from the United States, teaching in universities in the United States. 

Participants were made aware of the nature of this study, their roles in it, 
provisions for confidentiality, and their option to withdraw from the study at any 
point. Signed informed consent was obtained prior to the collection of data. Par-
ticipants’ names were changed for the purposes of anonymity and pseudonyms are 
used within the Results section of this paper.

Materials

I conducted phone interviews with the 17 participants between October, 2005 
and February, 2006. The length of each interview varied only slightly, each one 
lasting approximately one hour. The interviews were semi-standardized (Berg, 
2004). The value of this form of “less structured” interview was that it allowed for 
opportunities to explore areas I had not previously considered (Reinharz, 1992). 

As previously mentioned, the specific purpose of this paper is to present some 
of the key findings related to the definition of critical pedagogy and its central 
aims and purposes. These findings represent only part of the results from a larger 
qualitative research study which explored the ways in which 17 self-identified 
critical pedagogues actually engage in critical pedagogical praxis within the post-
secondary classroom. 
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Because this paper focuses on critical pedagogy definitions and its central 
aims and purposes, the list of guiding questions specifically related to that aspect 
of the study consisted of a small set of queries lifted from a larger set of interview 
questions from the study as a whole. The questions were:

•  In what ways do you self-identify as a critical pedagogue?
• How do you define critical pedagogy?
• If you were to identify one or two aims of critical pedagogy, what would 

they be?
•  Who are some of the critical pedagogical theorists who have influenced 

you?

Design

The study employed Appreciative Inquiry (AI) as the methodological framework. 
AI involves the art and practice of asking questions that strengthen either a sys-
tem’s or a person’s capacity to apprehend, anticipate, and heighten positive poten-
tial (Cooperrider, Whitney & Stavros, 2003). It seeks to build upon achievements, 
unexplored potential, innovations, strengths, competencies, stories, lived values, 
traditions, and visions. Taking all of these together, AI seeks to link these positive 
insights directly to a change agenda (Cooperrider, Whitney & Stavros, 2003). 

Data analysis

All 17 interviews were transcribed by a transcriber. I sent a copy of the transcripts 
back to each interview participant for his or her review. The process of data an-
alysis was guided by the main objective of the study and by the review of related 
literature. I thus began data analysis by establishing some initial categories and 
themes related to the objectives and the literature. I next read through all of the 
transcriptions in the spirit that Berg (2004) suggests – “as a passport to listening to 
the words of the text and understanding better the perspective(s) of the producer 
of these words” (p. 269). I read through the transcriptions with a view to identify 
other categories and themes that emerged out of participants’ responses to the 
interview questions. 

Results and Discussion

Participants’ self-identification as critical pedagogues, their definitions of critical 
pedagogy, their identification of the central aims of critical pedagogy, and the in-
fluential theorists who inform their practices overlapped significantly within their 
individual responses. For example, often a participant would cite an influential 
theorist at the outset of the interview as a response to my query about the defin-
ition of critical pedagogy, and this theorist would come up repeatedly throughout 
the interview. For example, Freire was mentioned 54 times throughout the course 
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of the 17 interviews. Clearly, Freire’s influence on the field of critical pedagogy 
was significant from the viewpoint of these participants. McLaren received the 
second highest number of citations (18). Many theorists were cited less frequently 
but clearly influenced participants’ perceptions of critical pedagogy theory and 
practice. For example, Dewey was cited eight times throughout the course of the 
17 interviews but clearly had a significant influence on Larry, Mark, and Jeff, all 
of whom purported that the main purpose of critical pedagogy is to prepare cit-
izens for democracy and teach courses that “speak to” that purpose. 

This next section will thus present the results related to critical pedagogy def-
initions, the central aims and purposes of critical pedagogy, and influential theor-
ists, including some initial mention of the ways in which participants self-iden-
tified as critical pedagogues. The results will be integrated with a discussion that 
links the findings from this particular study with the relevant literature. Finally, 
the definitions and aims and purposes of critical pedagogy will be problematized.

Table 1 below is intended to help provide an overview of the general ways 
in which the 17 participants self-identified as critical pedagogues, participants’ 
definitions of critical pedagogy, and their identification of the influential theorists.

Table 1: Overview of Self-Identification, Critical Pedagogy Definitions, and 
Influential Theorists

Name and 
Gender 
(F/M)

Self- 
Identification

Definitions
Central Purposes

Influential
Theorists

Bob (M) Difficult to self-
identify and 
define

Classroom as an arena 
of struggle

Marx

Catherine (F) Constructivist Student engagement/
Critical thinking

Kozol

Meg (F) Constructivist Lifelong learning and 
ownership of learning

Shor
Horton

Nancy (F) Constructivist Social change Kohn
Paley

Graham (M) Constructivist/
Experiential 
education

Activity/field-oriented 
classroom practices to 
attain democratic and 
just citizens

Kincheloe
Kanpol 
Steinberg

Linda (F) Critical peda-
gogue
“in progress”

Working with and 
through crisis toward 
social consciousness

Kumashiro
Wink

Donna (F) Critical peda-
gogue

Social consciousness 
and activism 

Brophy



Problematizing Critical Pedagogy    •   9

Name and 
Gender 
(F/M)

Self- 
Identification

Definitions
Central Purposes

Influential
Theorists

Larry (M) Critical peda-
gogue

Examining hidden 
assumptions as means 
to work toward social 
justice

Freire

Anne (F) Critical peda-
gogue

Critical responders 
through praxis and 
research

Ellsworth
Giroux 
McLaren

Bailey (F) Critical peda-
gogue

Multicultural educa-
tion/
Sociocultural examina-
tion of education

Tatum
Spring
Wink 

Sarah (F) Critical peda-
gogue

Social change
Democracy

Dewey

Jack (M) Critical peda-
gogue/
Curriculum 
theorist

Emancipation Marx

Sam (M) Critical peda-
gogue/
Social recon-
structionist

Promotion of critical 
thinking

Kuntz
McLaren

Laurie (F) Critical peda-
gogue/
Problem-posing 
pedagogue

Social justice and 
change through critical 
praxis and research

Freire

Jeff (M) Critical peda-
gogue/
Freirean peda-
gogue

“Conscientization” Freire
Giroux

Mark (M) Freirean peda-
gogue

“Reading the world by 
reading the word”

Freire 
Dewey

Taylor (F) Freirean peda-
gogue/
Constructivist

“Reading the world by 
reading the word”/
Empowerment

Freire
Vygotsky

Self-Identification

While research participants all self-identified as critical pedagogues, there was 
some disparity in the ways in which they self-identified and this was often related 
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to their definitions of critical pedagogy. When queried about the ways in which 
they self-identified as critical pedagogues, many research participants responded 
that they teach about the theory of critical pedagogy.

Others talked about the ways in which they “practiced” critical pedagogy 
within the post-secondary classroom, citing examples of their use of dialogue, 
the importance of building a classroom-community, their focus on taking a con-
structivist approach when determining the course content, and the field activities 
that were offered within their courses. Some research participants talked about the 
ways in which they strive for congruency between their teaching and research and 
the theory that they teach about.

Anne provided one specific example of how she tries to “practice” the theory 
that she teaches about in her research course. She said that students do “observa-
tion in my research methods class; they go out and collect data and then analyze 
the data.” She said that they engage in a real research project rather than just 
learning about research. 

Laurie said that she teaches about activism and social change and models this 
by being an activist herself. She said that she self identifies as a critical pedagogue 
through her teaching, research, and community activism. When queried about the 
way that she self-identifies as a critical pedagogue, Meg concluded: 

I mean I wouldn’t go around and you know put it on my name plate or some-
thing. But particularly in regard to the way in which I approach doing research, I 
do identify myself as an action researcher and critical pedagogue. 

A critical query that I am left with post-analysis is, “Is self-identifying as construc-
tivist automatically or necessarily justice-oriented or might self-identification as 
constructivist point toward a focus on student-cenetred teaching practices?” At its 
core, constructivism (at least according to the participants’ reports in this study) 
emphasizes that people construct knowledge and meaning from their experiences. 
In this sense, constructivism has no direct relationship with social justice; rather, 
the emphasis is on student experience and co-constructed knowledge. Some fur-
ther exploration of this may be warranted.

Definitions of Critical Pedagogy 

As previously mentioned in the literature review, Ruiz and Fernandez-Balboa 
(2005) cited concerns regarding professors’ difficulty with naming the justice-
oriented nature of critical pedagogy in a study they conducted with 17 physical 
education teachers and their personal perspectives regarding their practices of 
critical pedagogy. 

The results from the Ruiz and Fernandez-Balboa study suggest that while 
some people may self-identify as critical pedagogues, they may have little ability 
to articulate any clear definitions of the principles, let alone the justice-oriented 
nature of the pedagogical approach. Overall, this lack of understanding of the 
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central aims and purposes of critical pedagogy and its social justice orientation 
may point to the value of broadening people’s understanding of the central aims 
and purposes of critical pedagogy by encouraging an increased self-examination 
and assessment of one’s own view in this regard. 

In this study, when I first asked participants how they defined critical peda-
gogy and asked them to identify one or two of the central aims of critical peda-
gogy, there were a number of participants who echoed Gur Ze’ev’s concerns 
(1998) about trying to identify the one “true” definition of critical pedagogy. Bob 
said that he didn’t think that he could be clear or brief enough for it to be a def-
inition and Larry stated that, in his view, there are many different definitions of 
critical pedagogy.

A number of participants, however, defined critical pedagogy quite clearly 
and succinctly. Bailey seemed to echo Gore (1993), Lather (1991), and Kohli’s 
(1998) contentions that the theory and practice of critical pedagogy provide 
mechanisms for a sociocultural examination of schools. According to Bailey, this 
sociocultural lens focuses on social structures, including race, class, gender, abil-
ity, and sexuality, and examines how these factor into life in schools and the larger 
society. Mark expressed a similar conclusion, stating that critical pedagogy pro-
vides a theoretical foundation for students to evaluate their social, political, and 
economic standing, and Donna contended that critical pedagogy allows students 
to question societal norms and how these norms perpetuate societal injustices. 
These participants believed critical pedagogy provided them with a framework 
for teaching and learning that focused on power, hegemony, and social justice.

Other participants focused their definitions on the importance of praxis. 
Linda stated that for her, the basic components of critical pedagogy were critical 
reflection and action. Sarah concluded that critical pedagogy involves the outside 
world and transformation, asserting the importance of activism. Both Linda and 
Sarah seemed to echo the ideals of Gore (1993) and Shor (1996), among others, 
who assert the importance of turning the theory of critical pedagogy into a critical 
pedagogical praxis. Catherine’s definition seemed to focus on student-centered 
practices and constructivism and less on the political nature and transformative 
potential of critical pedagogy during the interview. 

Central Aims and Purposes of Critical Pedagogy

Participants’ definitions for critical pedagogy were closely linked with their iden-
tification of its central aims and purposes. When participants were asked about 
the overarching aims of critical pedagogy and to identify its main purpose, there 
were a variety of answers including: democracy; emancipation and/or transforma-
tion; critical thinking; social justice; profound learning experiences; empower-
ment; critical responders; social consciousness and activism; social change; and 
student-centeredness (see Table 2 above). 
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Student-centeredness, which some participants perhaps oversimplified as 
constructivism, was mentioned most often as a central aim of critical pedagogy, 
receiving 42 responses. Social justice was mentioned 33 times and social change 
and social consciousness and activism were mentioned 24 times. Democracy was 
also frequently mentioned, receiving 27 responses (see Figure 1 below – first 
number in parentheses reflects frequency).

is a

is a

is a

is a

is a

is a

is a

is a

is a

is a

is a

is a

CP PURPOSE {20-2}

transformation {3-2}

Empowerment {1-2}

Social Justice {33-2}
profound learning experiences {1-2}

Democracy {27-2}

Social Change {19-2}

Student-Centered (Constructivism)
{42-2}

Social Consciousness and Activism {5-2}

Critical Responders {18-2}

emancipatory {2-2}

Critical Thinking {12-2}

F:CP PURPOSE_2 {0-12}

Figure 1. Purpose of critical pedagogy

Britzman (2003) would most likely express some concern about this emphasis 
on constructivism and student-centered teaching techniques, asserting that peda-
gogues should be cautious about identifying this “methods as ends” approach to 
teaching and learning critical pedagogy. She asserts that focusing on constructiv-
ism as an end in and of itself may reduce “the complexity of pedagogical activity 
to a technical solution and ‘forget’ that methods are a means for larger educational 
purposes” (p. 62). Danvers (2003) also discusses the need for critical pedagogues 
to recognize that classroom techniques and strategies clearly have a role to play 
in learning and teaching, but they should not become an end in themselves or be 
the sole agenda.

Boyce (n.d.) may be less concerned with participants’ focus on constructiv-
ism, arguing that perhaps the central idea of constructivism logically precedes 
the ideal of social transformation. If the premise of a liberatory education is to 
help learners realize that the social construction of knowledge serves some groups 
while disserving others (Boyce, n.d.), then the purposes of constructivist learning 
and issues of justice are intimately conjoined. 

Overall, the results from my study point to the need for critical pedagogy to 
work toward better explication and communication of its social justice orienta-
tion, alongside its constructivist orientation. There may still be some work that 
needs to be done to encourage educators to recognize that critical pedagogical 
praxis must go beyond a set of teaching techniques and attend to the political, 
social, and economic factors that have conspired to marginalize people in the first 
place (Macedo, 1994).
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As indicated in the results, participants did mention critical consciousness, 
transformation, and democracy as some of the other central aims of critical peda-
gogy. Taylor asserted that critical consciousness was central to her conception of 
critical pedagogical praxis. She said that developing a critical consciousness with-
in a community of learners, versus developing this consciousness as part of an in-
dividual self-reflexive process, resulted in a critical consciousness that is socially 
constructed and reflects a multiplicity of diverse “voices.” For Freire (1970), this 
critical consciousness or “conscientization,” focuses on perceiving and expos-
ing social and political contradictions and taking action against oppression. Sarah 
concluded that the purpose of critical pedagogy is to work toward praxis which 
involves interaction with the outside world and transformation of that world into 
something new and better.

“Democracy” was also cited frequently as one of the central aims of critical 
pedagogy. Although I did not push participants to define what they meant by dem-
ocracy, I had the sense that the word was sometimes used as if we all shared the 
same meaning and that the participants’ themselves assumed that the definition of 
democracy was somewhat self-evident. Not surprisingly, those participants who 
cited democracy often referred to Dewey or Freire within their discussion of the 
purpose of critical pedagogy.

Participants’ reference to Dewey and Freire provide some insights into their 
assertion that democracy represents one of the central aims of critical pedagogy. 
Dewey (1916) believed that a just and democratic form of schooling could pave 
the way to a more just and free society. He argued that reforms in early education 
could be, in themselves, a major lever of social change. In Democracy and Educa-
tion (1916), Dewey asserts that a democracy is “more than a form of government; 
it is primarily a mode of associated living, of conjoint communicated experience” 
(p. 87). He believed that democratic practice takes into account one’s own actions 
and their influence on others. These actions may serve to either build barriers out 
of difference in class, race, and national territory or break them down. In Dewey’s 
view, a democratic educational ideal would modify traditional ideals of culture, 
traditional subjects of study, and traditional methods of teaching and discipline. 

Freire (1998) believed that the critical educator who incorporates a demo-
cratic vision or posture in her teaching praxis cannot avoid an exploration of the 
critical capacity, curiosity, and autonomy of the learner. Freire (1985) argued that 
educators should not be afraid of using the word democracy. He asserted that 
many people have become skeptical about the word because they relate it to social 
democracy and reformism. Instead, Freire (1985) suggested, democracy can be 
associated with socialism and with revolution. 

Both Dewey (1916) and Freire (1985, 1998) believed that the ultimate goal 
of education was to attain a socially just and democratic citizenry. Education was 
thus aimed at helping marginalized individuals and groups to use education as a 
means to bring about liberatory social change. Although I did not push partici-
pants to clearly define democracy, I suspect that their conceptions of democracy 
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were closely linked to that of Dewey and Freire since they referred to both these 
theorists and their educational ideals in their responses. I now wish that I had 
asked participants to define democracy. I additionally wish that I had queried 
them about whether they regard democracy as an “end” of education in and of 
itself, or as a means to work toward issues of justice.

The overlapping and perhaps somewhat conflicting views of the participants’ 
responses regarding their definitions and identification of the central aims and 
purposes of critical pedagogy seem to align with the review of related litera-
ture. Critical pedagogical discourse emphasizes democracy (Dewey, 1916; 1938; 
Freire, 1998), cultural literacy (Kellner, 1998; Macedo, 1994), poststructuralism 
(Lather, 1991, 1998; Pillow, 2000), and the politics of identity and difference 
embodied in the discourses of class (Apple, 1990; Giroux, 1997; McLaren, 2003), 
gender (Shrewsbury, 1987; Weiler, 2001), race (hooks, 1994, 2003), and sexuality 
(de Castell & Bryson, 1997). 

Kanpol (1999), Kessing-Styles (2003), and Kincheloe (2004) would argue 
that despite the multiple and varied meanings of critical pedagogy, the central 
purpose of critical pedagogy is to use education as a means to bring about a more 
socially just world. Both the participants in my study and the review of related 
literature seem to suggest that there may be a need for critical pedagogues to con-
tinue to broaden their understandings of the “critical” or justice-oriented nature of 
critical pedagogy and to begin to articulate this intent more explicitly within their 
post-secondary classroom practices. 

Findings from my study related to critical pedagogy definitions point to the 
need for interrogation of the overarching purpose of critical pedagogy. The re-
sults from my study point to the need for critical pedagogy to work toward bet-
ter explication and communication of its social justice orientation, alongside its 
constructivist orientation. There may still be some work that needs to be done to 
encourage educators to recognize that critical pedagogical praxis must go beyond 
a set of teaching techniques and attend to the political, social, and economic fac-
tors that have conspired to marginalize people in the first place (Macedo, 1994). 
This need is particularly true if the intent of critical pedagogical praxis is to use 
education as a vehicle to bring about a more socially just world (Kanpol, 1999; 
Keesing-Styles, 2003; Kincheloe, 2004).

Influential Theorists

As one would imagine, the theory of critical pedagogy and the theorists who in-
fluenced participants were interrelated to the ways in which participants defined 
critical pedagogy and the central aims that they identified. Much of the contradic-
tion and overlap regarding participants’ definitions and identification of the cen-
tral aims of critical pedagogy is a result of the central ideologies and influential 
theorists that guide individuals’ work. 
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For example, some critical pedagogues approach critical praxis from a Marx-
ist perspective that focuses on class (Apple, 1990; Giroux, 1997; McLaren, 2003). 
Freire (1970, 1994) identifies the liberatory potential of critical pedagogy while 
some of Lather’s (1991) writing focuses on neo-Marxist theories. Pillow (2000) 
employs a poststructural lens in her approach to critical pedagogy. Hooks (1994, 
2003) and Weiler (2001) adopt a feminist pedagogical perspective and Shor 
(1996) and Gore (1993) assert the need for the theory of critical pedagogy to move 
into the realm of praxis. As mentioned above, those participants who mentioned 
“Democracy” as a central aim of critical pedagogy cited the influence of Dewey 
on their thinking.

Figure 2 below identifies the influential theorists whom participants reported 
as central to their definitions and conceptions of critical pedagogy. The first num-
ber in brackets represents the number of times that a particular critical pedagogue 
or theorist was mentioned. In other words, Paulo Freire’s name came up on 54 
separate occasions when participants were talking about how they defined critical 
pedagogy while Elizabeth Ellsworth was only mentioned on two occasions.
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Figure 2. Influential theorists
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The results from my study revealed that some of the theorists who appeared 
repeatedly in the review of related literature, and who I would regard as central 
to the theory of critical pedagogy, were mentioned with a relatively low level of 
frequency. For example, hooks (1994), Lather (1991), and Ellsworth (1992) were 
not mentioned as often as I would have expected. I wonder whether this is just a 
function of this particular participant sample.

Problematizing Critical Pedagogy

Is it simply a coincidence that more male theorists were mentioned? Out of the 37 
influential theorists that participants cited, only seven of these were female. There 
was no difference in gender regarding participants’ references to those female 
theorists. In other words, both male participants and female participants brought 
up the names of female theorists with the same level of frequency. What is so 
surprising in my view is that the overall frequency of citations of female theorists 
is so low. 

That said, in his most recent edition of Life in Schools, McLaren (2003) as-
serts that critical pedagogy must return to its Marxist roots and move away from 
its present emphasis on other counter-hegemonic praxis, including feminist peda-
gogy, cultural studies, and anti-racist education that he considers to be diluting 
critical pedagogy. 

McLaren and Farahmandpur (2000) argue that radical and critical theor-
ists “have been disinterred from Marxist soil where they first drew breath, and 
their graves now sprout the saplings of postmodern theory” (p. 26). McLaren and 
Farahmandpur further assert that the postmodernization of the Left and its ac-
companying retreat from class struggle has resulted in a laissez-faire evangelism. 
Rather than joining in the chorus of post-Marxists celebrating the death of uni-
versalism and grand narrative, McLaren and Farahmnadpur (2000) believe that 

A critical reflexive Marxist theory – undergirded by the categorical imperative of 
striving to overthrow all social conditions in which human beings are exploited 
and oppressed – can prove foundational in the development of current educa-
tional research traditions as well as pedagogies of liberation. (p. 28) 

Hooks (2003) and Lather (2001), however, argue that repeated iterations of the 
preeminence of Marxist Social theory and the historical roots of the Frankfurt 
School ignore the feminist, anti-racist, and postcolonial educational projects that 
overlap with critical pedagogy, and discount the work of Women’s Studies and 
Ethnic Studies programs. The practice of tracing the historical roots of critical 
theory back to the Frankfurt School only serves to maintain the reification of a 
“founding fathers” mentality of critical pedagogy (hooks, 2003). In hooks’ opin-
ion (2003), this version of critical pedagogy is antiquated. Sandy Grande (2003) 
similarly asserts that an overemphasis on class-based agendas that fail to engage 
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race relations only leads to further marginalization of the political potential for 
critical pedagogical praxis. 

Gore (1993), Lather (1998, 2001), and Kohli (1998) all assert that a contem-
porary conceptualization of critical pedagogical praxis should attend to issues 
related not only to class, but to some of the broader social issues that have histor-
ically been less acknowledged, including race, gender, and sexuality. In Lather’s 
(2001) view, the overlapping “projects” of feminist pedagogies, anti-racist educa-
tion, and poststructuralism and their intersections with critical pedagogy will only 
strengthen the justice-oriented purpose of these pedagogies.

Lather (2001) explores why critical pedagogy is still very much a “boy 
thing.” She believes that:

This is due not so much to the dominance of male authors in the field as it is to 
the masculinist voice of abstraction, universalization, and the rhetorical position 
of ‘the one who knows,’ what Ellsworth (1997) calls “The One with the ‘Right’ 
Story.” (p. 184)

A tension exists here. As mentioned, I was initially struck by the fact that, overall, 
participants’ definitions of critical pedagogy and their identification of influential 
theorists did not include a greater multiplicity of voices and perspectives. I had 
anticipated that more participants would have cited some of the influential fem-
inist, critical theorists, for example, when queried about the theorists who most 
influenced their teaching and praxis. I now wonder about participants’ responses 
in relation to some of the related literature.

A gap may exist between my participants’ responses and the literature-based 
assertions that critical pedagogy should embrace the multiple discourses of 
“other” justice-oriented pedagogies as a means for critical pedagogical praxis to 
more fully flourish. It may be that McLaren (2003) and McLaren and Farahmand-
pur’s (2000) conclusions better resonate with participants’ conceptions of critical 
pedagogy. In light of this tension, I now wonder if perhaps participants them-
selves have fallen “prey” to the overabundance of critical pedagogy literature that 
focuses on a “founding fathers” mentality; the dominance of male theorists in the 
results of my study only adds to my suspicion. Of course, I also wonder if I am be-
ing overly suspicious about the paucity of citations of female theorists as a result 
of my own inclination to be wary of the “founding fathers” mentality. 

Clearly, there is some tension that exists within the review of related litera-
ture regarding the preeminence of Marxist theory and its influence on the field 
of critical pedagogy. Significant complexity lies in the various counterarguments 
presented by those theorists who believe that all discussions of critical pedagogy 
are rooted in Marxist social theory, and those theorists who believe that repeatedly 
tracing the roots of critical pedagogy back to Marxist social theory fails to engage 
the feminist and anti-racist-based agendas of critical pedagogy. More is said about 
this tension in the concluding remarks of this section on influential theorists.
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Participants also cited a number of educational theorists who focused more 
on constructivism and student-centered classroom practices than on critical peda-
gogy per se, including Lev Vygotsky, Beverly Tatum, Alfie Kohn, and Jonathan 
Kozol. These theorists are best known for social development theory (Vygotsky, 
1978), theories about students of color in the K-12 school system (Tatum, 1999), 
the role of discipline and the punishment/reward system in schools (Kohn, 1996), 
and the inequities in public schooling (Kozol, 1991). Generally speaking, those 
participants who made mention of these educational theorists were those partici-
pants who focused on school practices and more frequently identified student-
centered learning and constructivism as the central aim of critical pedagogy.

Those participants who focused on issues of justice, particularly as they re-
lated to class, mentioned Apple (1990), Giroux (1997), and McLaren (2003) most 
often. Those participants who were praxis-oriented mentioned Shor (1996) more 
frequently than other theorists. Those participants who focused on using “critical 
works” to teach about critical theory and pedagogy mentioned Apple, Giroux, 
McLaren and additionally mentioned many of the introductory books on critical 
theory and pedagogy, including those written by Steinberg and Kincheloe (in 
press), Kanpol (1999), Kincheloe (2004), and Wink (2005). 

Dewey (1916, 1938) was mentioned by those participants who focused on 
connecting the educational ideals of democracy to those of critical pedagogy. 
Mark, Donna, and Sarah talked about the influence of Dewey on their critical 
praxis and said they thought that Dewey’s ideals of democracy and progressive 
education had a significant influence on the field of critical pedagogy.

As previously mentioned, numerous participants brought up Freire’s name. 
In fact, his name and some mention of his educational ideals were often part of 
participants’ responses to the very first interview question that I posed about how 
participants define critical pedagogy. In most cases, by the time that I posed the 
question regarding influential theorists, Freire had already been mentioned, signi-
fying his influence on critical pedagogy.

The results regarding influential theorists seem to suggest that while Freire is 
regarded as one of the founding “fathers” of critical pedagogy, there is less univer-
sal agreement regarding the centrality of other theorists in respect to critical peda-
gogy. In fact, the results would suggest that, at least in regard to this particular 
participant pool, there is one principal theorist, in addition to Freire, who played a 
key role in participants’ conception of critical pedagogy. The one or two theorists 
participants did identify were closely related to the “subfield” and ideological per-
spective of the person teaching about critical pedagogy, whether that be a Marxist, 
feminist, poststructural, or praxis-oriented perspective. 

Regarding these overlapping “subfields” of critical pedagogy, Lather (2001) 
has argued that ideally, attempts should be made for educators to approach critical 
pedagogy outside of the oppositional frameworks that are “differently engaged 
but nevertheless affiliated critical moves” (p. 184) as a means to “keep in play the 
very heterogeneity that is, perhaps, the central resource for getting through the 
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stuck places of contemporary critical pedagogy” (p. 184). She asserts the need 
for critical pedagogical praxis to embrace the multiplicity and overlap of related 
pedagogies.

Gur-Ze’ev (1998) echoes Lather’s sentiments, concluding that the projects 
of critical theory and those of some postmodern and feminist thinkers might be 
united. In his view, the development of a critical pedagogy should be theoretically 
interdisciplinary and politically committed to social change (Gur-Ze’ev, 1998). 
Gur-Ze’ev suggests that this new project – one that rejects the “paternalistic” ver-
sions of critical pedagogy – be newly coined as well, suggesting that it be called 
counter-education.

Conclusion

As mentioned above, both Lather and Gur-Ze’ev encourage critical pedagogues to 
move away from focusing on trying to establish the “right” definition toward em-
bracing the contradictory voices, counternarratives, and competing understand-
ings that constitute critical pedagogy. Lather (1998) refers to this perspective as 
the move toward defining critical pedagogy as the “big tent” for those in educa-
tion who are invested in doing academic work that is justice-oriented. 

Participants’ responses in my study may either contradict or endorse Lather’s 
“big tent” metaphor, depending upon how those responses are interpreted. I won-
der; could it be that Linda is delving into the work of Kumashiro as it relates to the 
“subfield” of anti-oppression and crisis within the “big tent” of critical pedagogy? 
Are Mark, Donna, and Sarah taking up the ideals of democracy and citizenship 
as a “subfield” within critical pedagogy? Is Taylor looking more closely at issues 
of race and its relationship to critical pedagogy while Sam is exploring a justice-
oriented curriculum that places issues of class at the center? Bailey’s pursuit may 
reflect her focus on a critical multiculturalism that explores issues of culture, race, 
gender, and ability. I am troubled by my own difficulties with interpreting partici-
pants’ responses as they relate to the overlapping purposes of critical pedagogy 
and my own desire to draw some substantive conclusion regarding these purposes.

Am I somewhat trapped in my own desire for reassuring certainties related 
to universal purposes and central theorists? Am I perhaps too antiquated in my 
own thinking as it relates to the field of critical pedagogy and the recent growth 
of the “subfields?” Am I expending too much effort on trying to conjoin these 
“subfields” into a singular overarching critical pedagogical praxis through my 
attempts to concretize information? 

Perhaps my attempt to define, identify, and concretize critical pedagogy is 
what Lather (1998) describes as an inevitable impossibility of reductionist think-
ing. She regards the present day task of a critical pedagogical project as a need to 
“situate the experience of impossibility as an enabling site for working through 
aporias” (p. 495) and as a means to learn from ruptures, failures, breaks, and 
refusals. Lather is suggesting that there may be a positive quality to moving 



20   •   International Journal of Critical Pedagogy

away from universal definitions. She further argues that the process of “working 
through” some of the overlap, contradiction, and dissonance regarding the one 
“right” definition and central theorists sets up a positive and productive tension 
(Lather, 1998).

Lather (1998) concludes that:

As an arena of practice, critical pedagogy might serve a transvaluation of praxis 
if it can find a way to participate in the struggle of these forces as we move to-
ward an experience of the promise that is unforeseeable from the perspective of 
our present conceptual frameworks. (p. 497)

In other words, perhaps the very framework that attempts to universalize “truth” 
excludes the many possibilities of a critical pedagogical praxis that is multiple, 
overlapping, and contested. Perhaps I need to further critically examine my own 
concerns with my attempts to maintain a “big tent” mentality of critical pedagogy 
because it may inherently limit the potential of the more focused and singular 
agendas of some of the related pedagogies. 

Perhaps I need to simultaneously be attentive to why McLaren reasserts the 
importance of Marxist social theory. As previously mentioned, McLaren believes 
that the central purpose of critical pedagogy is to work toward issues of justice 
related to class. In asserting this, McLaren (2003) claims that if class issues were 
resolved then issues of racism and gender oppression would be lessened as a 
result. For McLaren and Farahmandpur (2000) differences in class conflate other 
systems of oppression. McLaren (2000, 2003) believes that if critical pedagogues 
were to “take up” issues related to social class, then other justice-oriented issues 
may be resolved. Perhaps some of the claims made within the related literature 
critiquing that repeated iteration of the importance of Marxist social theory is a 
“boy thing” (Lather, 2001; hooks, 2003) and the tension this creates needs to be 
critically examined a bit further. In other words, it may be important not to be too 
quick to disregard McLaren’s assertions that issues of justice start with class. My 
intent in these concluding remarks is not to resolve some of the tensions that I 
have enumerated in this section but rather to acknowledge them. 

In terms of future research, a great deal remains to be done. As I was con-
ducting this study, I was talking with a friend who was studying with a critical 
pedagogue who has been cited throughout my review of related literature and 
cited throughout participants’ responses in my study. She informed me that, to 
her surprise, this particular professor taught very traditionally and demonstrated 
a lack of congruence between his theory and practice. My friend thus saw value 
in my study. 

As a result of my friend’s reaction to her experiences with this so-called 
“master critical pedagogue” and in reference to my study, I believe in the value of 
the continual critical interrogation of the practices of self-identified pedagogues. 
Both the participants in my study and the review of related literature reveal that 
there is a need for critical pedagogues to continue to broaden their understandings 
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of the justice-oriented nature of critical praxis and to begin to articulate this intent 
more explicitly within their post-secondary classroom practices. 
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