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What is Democratic Labour in the Context of 
Higher Education? 
Josh Berlyne  

The University of Sheffield 

In this paper I will explore three different conceptions of democratic labour in the context 

of higher education, namely: liberal, civic nationalist, and Marxist.  The third conception is an 

original contribution to the debate which draws on the insights of the liberal and civic 

nationalist positions.  Before outlining the course of my argument, allow me to clarify a few 

terms.  By ‘labour’ I refer to humans’ productive activity.1  This is different from ‘work’, which 

properly refers to the particular types of labour which, in capitalist society, are given social and 

institutional recognition through the wage-relation.2  It is entirely possible for people not in the 

employment of a university to carry out academic labour.  Students are one example.3  Thus 

when I speak of ‘democratic labour in the context of higher education’, I refer to productive 

activities which satisfy two conditions.  First, these productive activities should be considered 

the legitimate activities of an academic, whether or not she currently holds a job at a higher 

education institution.  Second, these activities should facilitate some form of democracy. 

I will begin by examining two conceptions of the legitimate democratic activity of academic 

workers.  First is the liberal conception, presented by Amy Gutmann.4  I interpret Gutmann as 

arguing that academic labour serves democracy by producing a set of ideas from which a 

smaller subset of ideas might be drawn and communicated to children, in the process of 

‘conscious social reproduction.’  I then present Ernest Boyer’s argument for the civic 

nationalist university as an alternative to Gutmann’s position.5  Boyer’s central claim is that 

academic workers should serve the nation by using their privileged position as producers of 

knowledge to solve practical problems confronting society.  I then attempt to synthesise 

Gutmann and Boyer’s ideas with a class analysis of society, using the work of Erik Olin Wright, 

G. A. Cohen and Paulo Freire.6  The product of this synthesis is the original concept of ‘working-

class conscious social reproduction’, which claims that members of the working class have a 

legitimate interest in the education of their members as a class.  Further, I will demonstrate 

that academic labour can legitimately be given a role in facilitating this process. 

1: The liberal conception of democratic academic labour as facilitating conscious 

social reproduction 

 

In the following section I will outline Amy Gutmann’s conception of the democratic purpose 

of higher education, which can be found in her book Democratic Education.7  I understand 

Gutmann as representing, broadly, the liberal political tradition. I will focus in particular on 

Gutmann’s concept of ‘conscious social reproduction.’ 

                                                        
1 See Cohen, 1978, pp. 42-3 for a discussion of labour. 
2 (Dinerstein and Neary, 2001, p. 10). 
3 See Wages For Students Students, 1975 for a humorous discussion of students’ academic labour. 
4 (Gutmann, 1999). 
5 (Boyer, 1996). 
6 (Cohen, 2006; Freire, 1972; Wright, 1985). 
7 (Gutmann, 1999). 
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According to Gutmann, one of the central issues for democratic education is the question 

of ‘conscious social reproduction’, or who controls the creation of ideas.  Gutmann defines 

conscious social reproduction as ‘the ways in which citizens are or should be empowered to 

influence the education that in turn shapes the political values, attitudes, and modes of 

behaviour of future citizens.’8  Conscious social reproduction is a democratic ideal which is 

justified (1) by the fact that citizens have a strong interest in the values, attitudes and 

behaviours of future generations of citizens; (2) by the fact that an education which is ‘neutral’ 

on matters of justice, morality, etc. breeds indifference rather than impartiality; and (3) insofar 

as it involves a process of deliberation over the content of the education, as deliberation is a 

method which offers a way of resolving conflicts or reaching mutually agreeable compromises.  

Gutmann also offers an additional requirement for conscious social reproduction, namely that 

the practice promotes its own continuation.  In other words, Gutmann claims that conscious 

social reproduction should promote the necessary skills for deliberating about different 

conceptions of the good life and the good society, both publicly and privately.  This means 

cultivating particular virtues, such as tolerance and empathy; and skills such as critical thinking 

and debating.9  In proposing the principle of conscious social reproduction, Gutmann intends 

to formulate a basis for education which is inclusive of the legitimate interests of parents, 

citizens, and educational professionals.10  Importantly, Gutmann applies the concept of 

conscious social reproduction at the level of society or the state.  In this paper I will attempt to 

demonstrate that Gutmann’s concept of conscious social reproduction can be combined with 

a class analysis of society to create a new concept, namely ‘working-class conscious social 

reproduction.’ 

 

Conscious social reproduction, with regards to education, comes in two parts.  First, we 

might argue that citizens, parents and educational professionals should be given democratic 

control over the content of the formal education curriculum.  This task might be deferred to 

an elected representative to be undertaken on behalf of the citizenry, or the curriculum’s 

content might be determined in some more direct manner.  As I interpret it, this part of 

conscious social reproduction concerns the democratic control of the communication of 

ideas.  For Gutmann, it can be legitimately applied to primary, secondary, and further 

education.  As I shall explain in due course, Gutmann thinks it cannot legitimately be applied to 

higher education.  The second part of conscious social reproduction, as I interpret it, concerns 

the free creation and communication of new ideas, and has its proper application in the 

context of higher education.  For Gutmann, conscious social reproduction in the context of 

higher education means defending the creation of new and unorthodox ideas.11  This part of 

conscious social reproduction is, in a sense, the inverse of our first part.  It seems to be 

Gutmann’s intention that this second part acts as a counterbalance to the first: a democracy 

should promote the free creation and communication of new ideas while democratically 

controlling which ones are communicated to children.  Dewey makes a similar claim in his 

distinction between universities, whose purpose is ‘to discover and communicate truth and to 

make its recipients better judges of truth and more effective in applying it to the affairs of life’, 

                                                        
8 (Gutmann, 1999, p. 14). 
9 (Gutmann, 1999, p. 173). 
10 (Crittenden & Levine, 2013). 
11 (Gutmann, 1999, p. 174). 
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and schools, which aim merely ‘to inculcate a fixed set of ideas and facts.’12  Gutmann fails 

properly to expand upon the relationship between the first and second parts of conscious 

social reproduction.  I will attempt to offer an exploratory account of this relationship. 

 

The first and second parts of conscious social reproduction, I contend, are both necessary 

components of the full concept.  It is therefore important to elaborate on the proper 

relationship between the two parts.  To re-iterate, the purpose of conscious social 

reproduction is to find a way of influencing the moral and political attitudes of future 

generations by democratic means.  The first part of conscious social reproduction addresses 

the problem of which political and moral ideas can be communicated to children.  The second 

part concerns the creation of new ideas and new critiques of old ideas.  As I understand it, if 

we extrapolate from Gutmann’s argument, the moral and political ideas which are 

communicated to children (first part) should be drawn from the moral and political ideas 

which are created and developed in the second part.  The ideas which are created and 

developed by academic labourers in the second part gain their legitimacy from the relative 

autonomy afforded by academic freedom.  I will explain this justification in due course.  For 

now, let us concentrate on the relationship between the two parts of conscious social 

reproduction.  We can understand this relationship in terms of ‘sets of ideas.’  Academic labour 

produces a broad set of moral and political ideas, from which the citizenry, parents and 

educational professionals can legitimately draw a smaller subset of ideas to be communicated 

to children through the formal education system.  The ideas in the smaller subset can 

legitimately be communicated to children thanks to two sources, which are both necessary, 

but not sufficient, conditions of legitimacy.  First, the academic legitimacy of the broader set 

of ideas is transferred to the smaller subset.  Second, the ideas in the smaller subset are made 

democratically legitimate through a process of deliberation which involves citizens, parents 

and educational professionals.  The specifics of this process are not important to us here.  Now 

we have a preliminary sketch of the relationship between the two parts of conscious social 

reproduction, we can move on to consider the concept of ‘academic freedom’ and the related 

question of what constitutes legitimate academic labour. 

 

Dewey identifies two strands of academic freedom, namely: the freedom of the scholar to 

come to her own opinion of the truth on a given matter, and the freedom of the scholar to 

choose the community in which she works.13  The first strand of academic freedom is said to 

be important insofar as it preserves the scholar’s ability to produce knowledge which comes 

close to the truth on a particular matter.  The second strand of academic freedom is said to 

be important because academic labour is legitimated not by some standardised set of rules, 

but rather by the academic community.  Academic freedom is justified insofar as academic 

communities produce knowledge which can reasonably be defined as truthful.  Furthermore, 

academic freedom is a necessary condition for the discovery and communication of truth.  

Since truth is useful and important to society, the conditions necessary for its discovery and 

communication should be preserved.  This is the fundamental justification Dewey offers for 

academic freedom.14  It is commonly thought that there are certain ‘improper influences’ which 

distort one’s ability to discover truth and therefore pose a threat to academic freedom.15  

                                                        
12 (Dewey, 2003a, p. 54). 
13 (Dewey, 2003a). 
14 (Dewey, 2003a, pp. 56-61). 
15 (Gutmann, 1999, p. 178). 
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These include financial incentives, such as research grants which demand specific 

methodologies or results, or promotion practices which reward popularity rather than the 

quality of one’s academic work.  ‘Improper influences’ may also include attacks on academics 

made on the basis of their political commitments, such as the pressure brought by HUAC on 

universities to dismiss Communist scholars in the US in the 1950s.16  The list could go on.  The 

important point is that academic freedom is justified insofar as it promotes the ability of 

academics to seek out truth.  I will now move onto Gutmann’s claim that the right to academic 

freedom also carries with it particular duties, before considering a criticism of her argument. 

 

Gutmann argues that the right to academic freedom carries with it certain duties.  I 

interpret this as meaning that academic labour is justifiable insofar as it satisfies a number of 

conditions.  First, Gutmann claims that academics must be able to defend their ideas well.17  

Second, she argues that the academic worker should endeavour to avoid ‘improper influences’ 

which might distort her scholarly opinion.18  I interpret the first condition as pertaining to 

academic rigour.  For Gutmann this means that the academic’s legitimate sphere of activity is 

‘to assess existing theories, established institutions, and widely held beliefs according to the 

canons of truth adopted by their academic disciplines’.19  Immediately we find ourselves 

confronted by a problem, which has been noted by Scott among others.20  If the academic can 

only legitimately work within the bounds of their academic discipline’s ‘canons of truth’, it 

follows that academic labour which questions the received canons of truth is illegitimate.  The 

result, as Scott notes, is the repression of new, unorthodox and (in many historical cases) 

politically progressive work: ‘when feminists raised the question of “women,” it was dismissed 

as trivial, without significance for good scholarship, or restricted to a particular niche’.21  The 

problem is that the concept of ‘academic rigour’ cannot be constructed, rationally, from the 

ground up.  Rather, academic rigour and the definition of legitimate academic work are 

constructed by past and present communities of scholars.  As a result, individual academics 

have found themselves under attack from within the academic community.  In many instances, 

these attacks have been political in nature but disguised as scholarly critiques.  This is not a 

problem for academic labour, however—it is inevitable.  The point is that academics should be 

aware of what Scott calls the ‘politics of knowledge production,’ so that internal political 

disputes can be understood as exactly that: politics.22 

 

Gutmann’s second condition is that academic workers should endeavour to avoid 

‘improper influences.’  For Gutmann this includes a number of influences.23  Most importantly, 

it concerns financial and governmental influences which might impede the academic’s ability 

to exercise her ‘scholarly judgment.’  Most obviously, financial influences which demand a 

particular methodology or to avoid particular results.  Perhaps less obvious, but for Gutmann 

equally insidious, is the danger of consulting contracts distorting the kind of research carried 

out by academics.  I interpret this as referring to the improper influence of the market on 

                                                        
16 (Gutmann, 1999, p. 176). 
17 (Gutmann, 1999, p. 174). 
18 (Gutmann, 1999, p. 178). 
19 (Gutmann, 1999, p. 175). 
20 (Scott, 2010). 
21 (Scott, 2010, p. 150). 
22 (Scott, 2010, p. 152). 
23 (Gutmann, 1999, pp. 178-9). 
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higher education, although government funding has also been found to distort the type of 

research carried out.24  The increasing influence of the market on research can result in 

academic work being skewed towards the interests of those with sufficient capital to fund 

research, although there is also evidence to suggest that academics’ values are a significant 

factor influencing the direction of research.25  The first kind of financial influence we discussed 

properly concerned the individual academic’s freedom to arrive at her own conclusions.  The 

second kind of financial influence, on the other hand, pertained to the freedom of academics 

as a collective to decide on the direction of their work.  We will return to the topic of academic 

freedom and ‘improper influences’ later in the paper.  For the time being I want to note that 

we should draw a distinction between financial and governmental influences on the one hand, 

and political influences on the other. 

 

2: The civic nationalist conception of democratic academic labour as service to the 

nation 

 

In the present section I will outline one conception of the democratic purpose of academic 

labour, as presented by Ernest Boyer.26  I interpret Boyer’s position as falling within the civic 

nationalist political tradition.  On this view, democratic academic labour is ‘to participate in the 

building of a more just society and to make the nation more civil and secure’.27 

Boyer begins by bemoaning the decline of American universities.  At the beginning of the 

twentieth century, according to Boyer, ‘the mission of higher learning’ was a practical one; in 

his words, ‘the scholarship of engagement.’28  Fast forward one hundred years and we find 

ourselves in a very different situation.  According to Boyer, there is a general feeling that higher 

education has ‘become a private benefit, not a public good.’29  This attitude is supposedly 

directed towards both students and academics.  On the one hand, we have the rise of the 

conception of learning as a private benefit, with students being conceived as consumers, or 

even as managers of their own ‘human capital’.30  On the other hand, we have witnessed the 

retreat of academics into ‘narrow specialisms’, choosing to ‘publish while others perish’, in the 

words of Howard Zinn.31  The important point made by Boyer, Giroux and many others is that 

academics qua academics seem generally unwilling to engage in civic life and public discourse.  

Both civic life and the academy are worse off for it, so the argument goes.  Unlike Giroux and 

Gutmann, however, Boyer also argues that academics should engage in more practical 

activities in their role as academics.32  In terms of academic labour, this means expanding the 

sphere of legitimate academic labour beyond knowledge production as it is normally 

conceived.  It is this particular claim that I am interested in. 

According to Boyer there is ‘[a]bundant evidence which shows that both the civic and 

academic health of any culture is vitally enriched as scholars and practitioners speak and listen 

                                                        
24 (Kistiakowsky, 1989). 
25 (Glenna et al., 2010). 
26 (Boyer, 1996). 
27 (Boyer, 1996, p. 13). 
28 (Boyer, 1996, p. 12). 
29 (Boyer, 1996, p. 14). 
30 (Nordensvärd, 2011, p. 159) 
31 (Zinn, quoted in Giroux, 2006, p. 64). 
32 (Giroux, 2006; Gutmann, 1999). 
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carefully to each other.’33  Citing the example of Basel, Switzerland in the nineteenth century, 

he notes that the city’s commitment to learning and the university’s commitment to ‘civic 

advancement’ were mutually reinforcing.  One could not have been possible without the other.  

On this basis, Boyer identifies four forms, or functions, of scholarship that academics should 

undertake.  These are the scholarship of discovery; the scholarship of integration; the 

scholarship of sharing knowledge; and the scholarship of application of knowledge.  Two of 

these forms—discovery and sharing—can be found in almost all discussions of the purpose of 

higher education.34  The scholarship of discovery is the traditionally conceived purpose of 

academic labour:  to push beyond the boundaries of human knowledge.  In most discussions, 

this is simply understood as ‘research’.  The scholarship of sharing knowledge forms the other 

half of the commonly understood purpose of academic labour: it is generally expected that 

academics will publish their work and pass their expertise onto younger generations through 

teaching.  The other two forms of scholarship—integration and application—are much less 

often discussed, particularly integration.  The scholarship of integration says that new 

disciplines, or new links between disciplines, should be formed as new problems pose new 

questions which require answers that transgress the boundaries of the traditional disciplines.  

An historical example of the scholarship of integration in practice was the Institute for Social 

Research in Frankfurt am Main in the first half of the twentieth century.35  Finally, the 

scholarship of application for Boyer means creating a dialogue between the producers of 

research and those who apply it: academics should aim to become ‘reflective practitioners,’ 

‘moving from theory to practice, and from practice back to theory, which in fact makes theory, 

then, more authentic.’.36  I will now discuss the implications of the last form of scholarship 

outlined by Boyer. 

Most important to us here is Boyer’s concept of the ‘scholarship of application’.  This could 

also be called ‘service’, although Boyer is keen to distinguish it from merely ‘doing good’.37  For 

Boyer, the scholarship of application is a form of scholarship—a field worthy of study and of 

academic expertise—in and of itself.  According to this view, academics should seek to expand 

their area of specialisation beyond producing and communicating knowledge.  Just as 

academics have come to understand teaching as a form of scholarship in itself, so should 

academics come to understand the application of knowledge as a form of scholarship in itself.  

Boyer’s main claim is that both the theory—typically the realm of the academic—and the 

practice—typically the realm of the ‘practitioner’—can be enriched by dialogue between the 

two.  Dewey’s discussion of theory and practice in education is informative in this respect.38  

He argues that while the practical aspects of teaching, such as being able to manage a 

classroom, are important, it is also important that teachers understand the theory of education 

so that they might use their practical skills effectively.  For example, theoretical knowledge of 

the psychological development of children can help the teacher to spot ‘cases of arrested 

development’, so that she might tailor teaching material to the needs of her students.39  Boyer 

departs from Dewey in arguing that theory and practice can enrich one another in most 

                                                        
33 (Boyer, 1996, p. 15). 
34 See Winn, 2015 for a Marxist analysis of the university as a ‘mode of production’. 
35 See Kellner, 2014. 
36 (Boyer, 1996, p. 17). 
37 (Boyer, 1996, p. 17). 
38 (Dewey, 2003b). 
39 (Dewey, 2003b, p. 259). 
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academic disciplines.  In doing so, Boyer challenges the traditional concept of the intellectual 

and thus the traditional understanding of legitimate knowledge.  Whereas the traditional 

understanding of legitimate academic knowledge sees the academic’s removal from the ‘cut 

and thrust’ of society as a necessary condition of legitimacy, Boyer suggests that dialogue with 

non-academics might in fact produce more legitimate knowledge.40  I will attempt to give a 

substantial and radical interpretation of this point in the following section. 

3: A conception of democratic academic labour as facilitating working-class conscious 

social reproduction  

 

In the following section I will attempt to synthesise Gutmann and Boyer’s work with a class 

analysis of capitalist society.  Using the work of Paulo Freire and drawing on historical examples 

of the workers’ inquiry, I will offer an interpretation of the concept of ‘conscious social 

reproduction’ which argues that academics should seek to facilitate working-class conscious 

social reproduction through problem-based teaching informed by research of workplace 

conditions.  I will begin by offering a justification of working-class conscious social 

reproduction, before tentatively exploring possible ways in which an academic could 

legitimately facilitate this through their academic labour.  I will then consider possible 

objections to my argument. 

 

Class structure in capitalist society determines class interests.  This is the fundamental 

basis for my claim that conscious social reproduction should be carried out at the level of class.  

Following Wright, I understand class structure by the ‘empty places’ metaphor.41  Class 

structure, as a structure of social relations, determines a set of ‘places’ which are associated 

with certain interests and are filled by individuals or families.  While class structure cannot 

properly be said to exist outside of the people that populate its empty places, class also cannot 

properly be said to inhere in specific people, since it is possible for individuals and families to 

move from one place to another in the class structure.  It is often argued that capitalism forces 

members of the working class to sell their labour power.42  Marxists contend that this is a 

significant restriction of liberty which is inherent in the capitalist mode of production.  Cohen 

argues that, although it is incorrect to claim that members of the working class are forced to 

sell their labour power (since it is possible, through hard work, luck and skill, to move out of 

the working class), we can accurately claim that capitalism imposes a form of collective 

unfreedom on the working class.43  I interpret this as meaning that we can reasonably speak of 

‘class interests’ independent of individual interests.  Before explaining the other important part 

of the concept of class—‘class formation’—I will clarify the concept of class structure and its 

implications by way of an example taken from the work of Cohen. 

Cohen argues, by way of an analogy, that capitalism imposes a form of collective unfreedom 

on the working class.44  Imagine ten people find themselves locked in a room.  There is no way 

of escape, except by picking up a heavy key to open the door.  With varying degrees of difficulty, 

each person is able to pick up the key and use it to leave the room.  However, a series of devices 

                                                        
40 (Cowden, 2013, p. 135). 
41 (Wright, 1985, pp. 9-10). 
42 Such a claim is made in Husami, 1978, pp. 51-2. 
43 (Cohen, 2006). 
44 (Cohen, 2006, pp. 178-180). 
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set up around the door mean that only the person who uses the key can leave the room.  

Regardless of who uses the key, nine people will remain in the room with no means of escape.  

Strictly speaking, all ten people are free to leave the room in the sense that each individual has 

the opportunity to pick up the key and use it to unlock the door.  However, this freedom is 

conditional.  An individual may leave the room only on the condition that the others do not also 

exercise their conditional freedom to leave the room.  Thus while each individual may be 

conditionally free, it is appropriate to say that the group is, collectively, unfree.  The same is 

true for members of the working class.  While there may be a number of exits from the working 

class available to its members, these exits are limited in number.  Furthermore, one only has 

the freedom to leave the working class on the condition that other members of the working 

class do not also exercise their conditional freedom to leave, since capitalism requires that a 

significant proportion of the population sell their labour power (and thus remain, by definition, 

in the working class).  That is, capitalism requires that a significant number of people work.  

Thus, within capitalism, we can reasonably claim that there are not only individual interests but 

also class interests, defined by the class structure. 

Class formation is a concept which is separate from, but related to, class structure.  Wright 

defines class formation as ‘the formation of organized collectivities within [the] class structure 

on the basis of the interests shaped by [the] class structure’.45  This is the process by which 

political collectives are formed within classes, and by which collective political action on the 

basis of class interests might be taken.  For members of the working class to form a collective 

political actor, some form of political organisation is necessary.  Furthermore, for members of 

the working class to become conscious of their collective interests and the potential for them 

to form a collective political actor, education is necessary.  The ideas of Freire are useful in 

thinking through the relationship between education, political organisation and collective class 

action.46 

Freire argues that education, if done correctly, can be a force for collective liberation.47  

Done incorrectly, and it will be a force for ‘domestication’.48  The first task of this critical 

education is for members of the oppressed class (herein I will refer to the oppressed class as 

the ‘working class’, although I recognise that this was not fully Freire’s intention) to recognise 

their collective interests.49  In the case of Cohen’s analogy this means that the inhabitants of 

the locked room must recognise that, although each might be conditionally free, they are 

collectively unfree.  Until this collective unfreedom is recognised, Freire contends, the 

members of the working class will continue to replicate the dominant ideology; exercising or 

attempting to exercise their conditional individual freedom, rather than struggling against their 

collective unfreedom.  One example might be the daughter of a cleaner who becomes the CEO 

of a cleaning company, exploiting the labour of the cleaners in her company—most of whom 

will probably be women, given that labour of this sort is feminised—for her own individual 

gain.50 

 

                                                        
45 (Wright, 1985, p. 10). 
46 (Freire, 1972). 
47 (Freire, 1972). 
48 (Freire, quoted in Cowden, 2013, p. 136). 
49 (Freire, 1972, p. 23). 
50 See Federici, 2012 for a discussion of feminised labour. 
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Second, Freire argues that members of the working class must then ‘critically recognize [the] 

causes’ of their own exploitation.51  For Cohen’s analogy, this means recognising that the door 

is blocking the path to collective liberation.   

Third and, as I understand it, most importantly for Freire, is that members of the working 

class engage in organised resistance to the conditions of their exploitation.52  Although it is 

clear why collective action of this sort is important for a revolutionary project in general—it is 

impossible to change one’s circumstances without action—Freire does not offer a clear 

explanation for exactly why collective action is an important component of revolutionary 

education in particular.  My own interpretation is that effective collective action can help 

members of the working class to recognise the potential of organised action as a collective.  

Returning to Cohen’s example, we might argue that the inhabitants of the room will realise 

their potential to break down the door once they have attempted to do so.  If all ten people 

kick the door at once, it may shudder, showing signs of weakness.  After studying the door and 

identifying points of weakness, they may try again, this time eliciting a greater shudder.  And 

on goes the process, until the ten inhabitants have fully identified the weak points, and learnt 

how to break down the door.  This is, of course, an over-simplification of working-class 

collective action.  However, it is a useful over-simplification insofar as it demonstrates the 

relationship between theory and action in working-class organisation. 

Freire also argues that a revolutionary education must be based on a ‘dialogue’ between 

the teacher and student.53  As I understand it, this means that the teacher should begin not 

with her own opinion, but with the student’s own experience and what we might call her ‘folk 

knowledge’ of the conditions of her own exploitation.  That is, the starting-point for the teacher 

is the student’s own particular situation; the student’s own material position within society.  By 

taking problems and themes from the student’s own life and community, Freire argues that 

the teacher can facilitate the student in moving from the particular to the general, thus gaining 

an understanding not only of her own situation, but also that of her society and perhaps even 

the whole world.54  As I understand it, the intention behind this is to make the education 

relevant, or of significance, to the student while nonetheless encouraging her to become 

conscious of not just her own individual experience of exploitation, but of whole systems of 

exploitation.  Let us return to a modification of Cohen’s analogy.  This time, there is a telephone 

in the room and two doors.  On the end of the telephone is a teacher, who tells them that they 

have a choice.  The first door opens out onto the outside world, but only two people can pass 

through it.  It is also extremely heavily reinforced; not impossible to break through together, 

but difficult.  The second door opens out into another locked room, with more people in it.  

This door is easier to break down, and with ten more people they should be able to break out 

onto the outside world more easily.  The students query: “Why should we help the people in 

the other room?  It might be easier to break down the door to the outside world with their 

help, but that means we have to break down two doors, not one”.  The teacher does not 

immediately answer the question, but asks them what problems they are encountering in the 

room.  By helping to solve these problems—and she can only help, because she can only listen 

to the students describe the room and then offer advice—the teacher will encourage the 

                                                        
51 (Freire, 1972, p. 24). 
52 (Freire, 1972, p. 31). 
53 (Freire, 1972, p. 41). 
54 (Freire, 1972, p. 75). 
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students to think of those in the other room, who are probably encountering similar problems, 

since they find themselves in a similar situation.  Eventually, after a period of deliberation, the 

students might decide to break down the door to the other room first, convinced that the 

collective liberation of both rooms is better than the collective liberation of just one.  In this 

way, Freirean education is supposed to help students become conscious of systems of 

exploitation through their own individual experience, before taking action to change those 

systems.  I will now attempt to demonstrate how this model can be synthesised with Gutmann’s 

model of conscious social reproduction and Boyer’s idea of reflective practice to develop 

working-class conscious social reproduction, using the workers’ inquiry as a case study. 

The workers’ inquiry has its origins in an article written by Marx and published in a French 

newspaper in 1880, which proposed a lengthy questionnaire for establishing the ‘facts and 

crimes of capitalist exploitation’.55  Inspired by Marx’s proposed questionnaire, a number of 

workers’ inquiries have been carried out.  I will focus on the attempts at workers’ inquiry 

carried out by the French Trotskyists of Socialisme ou Barbarie in the 1950s. 

As Woodcock tells us, Socialisme ou Barbarie carried out their workers’ inquiries with two 

purposes.56  First, they sought to understand the effects of the ‘new structure of the labour 

process’ on the daily life of workers, and the consequences that this had for working-class self-

organisation.  Second, they sought to promote new and effective forms of political organisation 

amongst the workers on the basis of these findings.  According to Woodcock, the attempt by 

Daniel Mothé to carry out a workers’ inquiry at the Renault Bilancourt factory had a degree of 

success.  As a result of his efforts, an independent monthly newspaper was published, called 

Tribune Ouvrière.  This ‘allowed for the particular issues of the workplace to be uncovered and 

build links between different workers’.  Socialisme ou Barbarie’s intention was to facilitate 

forms of working-class democracy independent of the vanguardist French Communist Party 

and the trade union bureaucracy.57  Although the project fell apart because of internal 

divisions, some members such as Mothé and Cornelius Catoriadis saw the potential to expand 

the project to all of France had they more resources and better links with the working class 

across the country. 

By engaging with workplace organisers, academics can begin a dialogue similar to Boyer’s 

concept of ‘reflective practice,’ whereby practical theories of workplace organising—drawn 

from the ‘folk knowledge’ of the organisers, and research into the particular conditions of the 

organiser’s workplace—could be developed and placed in the context of broader theories of 

collective action and social and historical change.  Freire’s model of problem-based dialogic 

teaching, outlined above, could be used as a framework for this dialogue.  This could constitute 

the first step in developing working-class conscious social reproduction.  The case study of 

Socialisme ou Barbarie suggests that this is possible. 

Working-class conscious social reproduction is legitimate insofar as those who are involved 

in creating and sustaining it have legitimate interests in the project.  Members of the working 

class have a legitimate interest in the behaviours, attitudes and actions of other members of 

the working class for two reasons.  First, as we established earlier, we can reasonably state 

that the working class is collectively unfree, and therefore has collective interests.  Second, 
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achieving the collective freedom of the working class can only be realised through collective 

action by the working class.  This is a central Marxist claim, founded on the more fundamental 

claim that class exploitation within capitalism produces antagonisms between classes.  For our 

present purposes, I define class exploitation as the exploitation of the productive capacities of 

one class—namely, the working class—to the benefit of another class.  As a result of this 

exploitative relationship, the exploiting class’s material needs are met more quickly and more 

easily, freeing up time for other pursuits, such as intellectual and cultural production.  

However, this exploitative relationship also requires that the exploited class remain in a 

position whereby they are collectively forced to sell their labour power, meaning that they 

cannot enjoy the same free time as the exploiting class.  Capitalism imposes work on the 

exploited class.  As we have already noted, this constitutes a form of collective unfreedom.  The 

antagonism which this produces can be explained by what Cohen calls the ‘banal but important 

truth that human beings on the whole prefer freedom to its opposite’.58  Thus, while certain 

members of the exploiting class might desire to overcome capitalist exploitation, we would 

expect to find the desire to overcome the exploitative relationship strongest and most 

widespread amongst members of the exploited class.  It is on this basis that we can argue 

against attempts to free the working class ‘from above.’  Rather, working-class liberation must 

come from the actions of the working class itself.  As we noted earlier, using Freire, education 

forms an important part of working-class collective action.  Thus, I argue, we can reasonably 

claim that the working class, collectively, have legitimate interests in a project of working-class 

conscious social reproduction.  Academic labour in this process takes a faciliatory role, by 

providing a set of ideas and knowledge from which members of the working-class can take a 

subset to be communicated through a system of working-class education.  This is legitimate in 

precisely the same way that Gutmann’s concept of conscious social reproduction at the level 

of society is legitimate, as we established earlier. 

In this paper, I have attempted to demonstrate that working-class conscious social 

reproduction is a legitimate democratic project, and that academic labour can legitimately be 

extended to the activity of facilitating this project.  Using Gutmann’s concept of conscious 

social reproduction, I have shown how academic labour can provide a set of ideas from which 

a smaller subset of ideas, chosen through a democratic process, are communicated through 

an education system.  Next, using Boyer’s idea of ‘reflective practice’, I have shown how 

academic labour can legitimately be extended to include engaging in dialogue with those who 

attempt to apply ideas developed by academics.  Finally, I have shown how these ideas can be 

synthesised with a class analysis of society and a Freirean model of revolutionary education to 

develop a project of working-class conscious social reproduction in which academic labour 

has a legitimate role. 
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