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Cultural Oppression in Post-Colonial Education
Culture is something people talk a lot about, but a satisfactory definition can be hard to find.  Sonia Nieto, in her article “Culture and Education,” defines it as “ever-changing values, traditions, social and political relationships, and worldview created, shared, and transformed by a group of people bound together by a common history, geographic location, language, social class, and religion” (Nieto 129).  I do not claim to have the definition, but I am satisfied that culture contains at least those qualities.  People identify with cultures, and cultures help form one’s individual identity.  The fact that people, who make up cultures, are dynamic means culture is also dynamic, or “ever-changing” as Nieto defines it.  Cultural identity is the definition of an individual insofar as the individual relates to a culture.  Cultural identity affects all forms of human interaction.  An individual or group’s identification with a culture can motivate political debates, violent crimes, and acts of charity.
History and current events show overt discrimination, oppression, and violence based on racism or ethnocentrism and uneven access or control over power and resources.  Colonialism was official governmental, commercial, and social control by Europeans over other territories.  The continent of Africa has been divided up and claimed by different nations in different ways.  Colonizers unapologetically used the resources of other parts of the world to feed their demand and the industrial revolution and beyond.  The rationale for the control taken over natural and human resources varied, but racism and ethnocentrism helped legitimize colonizers’ actions in their own minds.  The resources were up for grabs because colonizers considered themselves deserving of them or because the people occupying the territory or utilizing the resources were not deserving or not able to make a claim because they were inferior.
Neocolonialism is the leftovers.  Neocolonial relationships are reincarnations of colonial relationships.  The old habits, structures, and attitudes of colonialism remain, but are no longer official policy.  Education systems and pedagogy in former colonies are examples of structures put in place during colonialism that remain as examples and evidence of neocolonialism.
I want to take the opportunity of this paper to theorize about the involvement of culture in pedagogy, and the unique implications of the ways culture is involved post-colonialism. What consequence does culture have for pedagogy?  I am inclined to believe that a clearer understanding and awareness of culture’s participation in a teacher’s approach to teaching will lead to more just education.  Culture is communicated and transmitted in the educator’s approach to teaching, and can contribute either positively or negatively to culture, cultural identity, education, and society.  The way that education involves culture can oppress a culture’s potential for positive contribution to education.  Educators then have a responsibility to consult local culture while being conscious of individual context and humanity in an effort to avoid oppression. 

Paulo Freire states: “Any situation in which ‘A’ objectively exploits ‘B’ or hinders his and her pursuit of self-affirmation as a responsible person is one of oppression” (Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed 37).  Cultural oppression is the imposition of conflicting values resulting in labeling one as inferior.  Being forced into an inferior position hinders the collective affirmation of a culture.  A person’s self-affirmation is also affected since culture occupies part of one’s identity and self.  The cultural oppression with which I am concerned here is a neocolonialist form of oppression.
Pedagogy, or teaching method, defines the student-teacher relationship, and affects how the student views and understands the curriculum and the education process.  A teacher’s pedagogy is shaped by choices in lesson plans, times, assignments, allowance for and structure of student participation, learning material, expectations and measures for success, communication with students, and language used.  How a teacher approaches the position, acts out this approach, and engages with students build his or her pedagogy.  Pedagogy develops an understanding of social interaction with both peers and authority, thus affecting how they will interact in society in the future.  
The main aspects of education—curriculum and pedagogy—are inspired by and communicate values.  Especially in the case of former colonies, those values might more accurately reflect a culture that previously dominated the culture(s) of the students, rather than representing a local conception of education and values of local culture.  Both pedagogy and curriculum provide evidence of cultural influence in education.   Curriculum, the content of classroom activity represented by literature and material, is something to which one can point and is more tangible than pedagogy.  It may be harder for both educators and those being educated to realize that it is not just the material they teach that instills values, but how they teach it.  Nieto states that culture is not consciously taught or learned (Nieto 138).  It seems to me that this would make it hard but imperative that teachers try to be aware of the values they are conveying.  When the enactment of values is hard to see, injustice is also hard to identify.  Without awareness of the activity of values in the activity of teaching, a teacher is not likely to realize that his or her position and the way he or she presents material and interacts with students commits an offense.
One reason that oppression in pedagogy is more subversive is the inability of the oppressors to recognize themselves as representing a culture.  Sonia Nieto states that: “while many Whites see themselves as culturally neutral or ‘cultureless’; at the same time they insist through constant messages in the dominant ideology, that theirs is the valued and valuable culture” (Nieto 135).  One of the ways they insist on this message of dominance is pedagogy or systems that influence pedagogy.  Prescription or suggestion of teaching methods locally or from afar, inherited teaching methods, and forces that shape the mission of education (e.g. politics, global economics) insist on conformity to a culture.  If there is not recognition of the dominant culture then it is hard to see anything being imposed. Because European culture is the norm for Europeans, and was made the norm for non-Europeans during colonialism, Europeans do not see themselves as having a distinct culture or do not conceive of it as dominant. Invisibility becomes a tool for oppression.  If the “invisible” culture is considered the norm, then it is less susceptible to critique.  
Corrine M. Wickens and Jennifer S. Sandlin, scholars of education, found through analysis of published literature and study of postcolonial theory that the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) and the World Bank in fact do communicate values, and ones associated with colonial hegemony.  They conclude that both organizations “operate as a form of neocolonialism” (Wickens 275).  The focus of their article “Literacy for What?  Literacy for Whom?: The Politics of Literacy Education and Neocolonialism in UNESCO- and World Bank-Sponsored Literacy Programs” is the literacy programs of the these organizations, but have findings that apply more widely to more general education.  
There is a lack of previous research on literacy education that evaluates its contribution to neocolonialism.  Wickens and Sandlin (by reference of other theorists), describe neocolonialism as a state of being bound and not truly independent despite formal political sovereignty (Wickens 276).  Their article states that neocolonialism “describes a situation wherein although many formerly colonized countries have gained geographical and political independence, ‘cultural and economic independence was never really, if at all, won” (Wickens 276).  Countries (often falling into the category of “developing”) are pressured via political, economic, or social means to benefit or create conformity to a dominating power. Neocolonialism leads to conformity to a biased and historical standard for success that reflects the colonial period.  In other words, we are still living in a Euro-American-centric world. 
Pedagogy in former colonies modeled after those of their former colonizers continues the oppressive nature of colonialism.  Quoting M. Bray, Wickens and Sandlin report that “schools in colonial settings were ‘primarily designed to meet the conceptions and needs of the colonizers rather than the colonized, and this influenced the amount type and availability of education” (Wickens 279).  Being designed “in the image of the colonial powers,” education systems, including pedagogy, “typically ignored or sought to replace local cultures and discourses” (Wickens 279).  Attitudes towards teaching, being in school can still gear students towards contribution to the interests of neocolonial powers at the expense of their own interests by the continuation of colonial teaching strategy.  
The power over who, how, and what to educate that was decided and sanctioned during colonialism to some degree remains. While the overtly oppressive colonial systems have been lifted, there remains cultural hegemony formally (e.g. in government and business) and in daily interaction.  The subscription to imported pedagogy implies that the colonizer still has power. Cultural oppression institutionalized in education systems imposes foreign culture and neglect the creative and intellectual power of local culture.  Local politics, international economy, and development organizations can influence the presence of imported education systems and thus the potential for neocolonialism and cultural oppression. 
Organizations such as the United Nations and the World Bank initiate projects, publish literature, and control funds that influence education systems in developing countries, which are often also former European colonies.  Their influence and the Western control of such organizations make them susceptible to committing neocolonialist oppression.  
When analyzing education and pursuing the mission of more widespread education and literacy, the focus of international development organizations seems to be on curriculum and enrollment. It is easier to measure success by the number of children in school.  Values are harder to turn into statistics, and on-the-ground grassroots research and development may seem to some to be too much work.  The United Nations’ Millennium Development Goals, the popular international yardstick for development, focuses on enrollment rates and literacy rates.  The second goal is “Universal Education.”  The target for this goal is: “Ensure that, by 2015, children everywhere, boys and girls alike, will be able to complete a full course of primary schooling.”  The following indicators are used to monitor progress in achieving this goal: “Net enrolment ratio in primary education,” “Proportion of pupils starting grade one who reach last grade of primary,” and “Literacy rate of 15-24 year olds, women and men” (United Nations).  These indicators are the public focus of the U.N.’s project and the face of the U.N. development effort.  While the U.N. has more in depth goals, these indicators are the popular standards that people easily rely on, but they say nothing about pedagogy.  
UNESCO does, in other published material, take a more critical view of pedagogy. They admit that fulfillment of the Millenium Development Goals for education “may fail because of the colonialist systems of education that remain” (Wickens 285).   In the UNESCO document analyzed by Wickens and Sandlin entitled Literacy for Change, UNESCO claims their support of “’learning material tailored to the learner’s interests and culture’” (Wickens 284). This is an encouraging stance, and preferable to the stance of the World Bank, though the financial backing by the World Bank and financial linkage to Western nations creates a conflict of interest for the effort to combat culturally oppressive education.  Wickens and Sandlin firmly state that “the World Bank’s definitions of literacy, firmly rooted in functional literacy, help perpetuate neocolonialism” (Wickens 287).   
Cultural oppression in pedagogy discourages the oppressed culture from being viewed internally and externally as responsible in education.  What are specific dangers of culturally oppressive pedagogy?  Results of such oppression that I see are: loss of culture, loss of identity, disconnect between school and society, and claims on knowledge.  

Loss of culture refers to the threat to the sustainability of a culture and possible homogenization of cultures.  John Dewey says “a community or social group sustains itself through continuous self-renewal, and that this renewal takes place by means of the educational growth of the immature members of the group” (Dewey 10).  A culture is valuable both for those who identify with it and for others to interact with.  Diversity in expression and tradition contribute to the wealth of knowledge and experience.  Imposition or valorization of culture through education threatens the future existence and evolution of a culture.  As the definition I presented at the beginning of this paper states, culture is dynamic.  The threat to culture by neocolonialist pedagogy is also a threat to a natural process of change.  This danger is not simply an attempt to preserve and compartmentalize cultures.  I do want to stress that there is value in the existence and diversity of cultures, but do not want to argue for stagnation of culture, cultural relativism, or apathy towards issues that require change.

Disconnection with one’s culture by participation and influence by culturally oppressive pedagogy might lead to disconnection or loss of aspects of one’s identity.  A pedagogy that reflects conflicting values to a student’s culture is disconnected from an important part of a student’s identity.  The time spent in school is of such importance that it seems an out of touch pedagogy would not only harm the learning process, but also harm one’s outlook and way of interacting.  This concern for individual identity is both a concern for culture but is also a concern for the relevance of individual context.  Any method that attempts to address the issue of cultural oppression in education, must also, by staying true to the definition of culture and the concept of education as dedicated to humanity, be attentive to individual identity beyond culture.
While it is likely that if cultural oppression occurs in the classroom it also occurs elsewhere in society, it seems that a discrepancy occurs between school and society.  If the way of learning did not share characteristics with or have consciousness of the way of living locally, then home life and school life would be steering students in different directions.  The way one is to act, interact, learn, or claim to know may differ in each sphere.  Education should be relevant to the society the students encounter.

Imported education (as a leftover from colonialism) places the oppressor in an authority position.  Authority in education also lays claim to knowledge and what is considered to count as knowledge.  This leads to suppression of creativity, innovation, and ways of thinking.  In Democracy and Education, Dewey mentions the etymology of the word education, defining education as “a process of leading or bringing up” (Dewey 10).  Especially with regard to cultures in the postcolonial world, and it seem important that rather than being lead or brought up by their former colonizers, they are given credit for their culture’s (or cultures’) ability to lead and bring up.  

Prevention of cultural self-affirmation as an educational authority also prevents cultural self-affirmation in general and may threaten the survival of a culture.  Cultural oppression, in line with Freire’s description of oppression, is a form of violence (Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed 37).  The case of the United Nations Millennium Development Goals might be an example of the violence being “sweetened by false generosity.”   The goals of wanting to expand and improve education are honorable, but without proper attention the help organizations try to give towards these goals might actually be harm.  Freire says that asserting cultural dominance  “interferes with the individual’s ontological and historical vocation to be more fully human” (Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed 37).  Cultural oppression in pedagogy is a passive violence, especially when committed by culture seeing itself as cultureless, as Nieto describes.

In my previous research regarding cultural values in business education in Senegal, interviewees described values associated with Senegalese culture that have influence in school, society, and business. 
 At one business school, advertising a French pedagogy and run by a French director, a student remarked on the contrast between the competitive, individualistic nature of the school and the collectivist society of Senegal.  The director of the school acknowledged the contrast, but felt that their pedagogy inspired students to work harder than they would otherwise.  In this encounter, the assumption appeared to be that the best way to get a student to work harder was to follow French pedagogy with their standards.  The discrepancy of values indicates the presence of cultural oppression.

Another school, Institut Africain de Management (African Institute of Management) stood in contrast to the French school by placing an emphasis on African values and pedagogy (even in the name of the school).  Adhesion and team spirit are especially stressed and encouraged through exercises such as an immersion program for students where they experience village life, challenging them to come together.  This school seems to demonstrate a positive conception of culture in pedagogy, identifying values as integral to their identity as Africans, acknowledging their value, and making them central to their education. 

Anthony Appiah might criticize both my theory and interpretation of my observations by saying that I am creating difference.  His cosmopolitan ethic seeks to instill a sense of “obligations to others” while having “respect for legitimate difference” (Appiah xv).  To Appiah, cultural imperialism (related to cultural oppression) is not as dangerous as I am finding it, and it is in fact “deeply condescending” to say that it “structures the consciousnesses” of those I say are being oppressed (Appiah 111).  The presence of French pedagogy in Senegalese schools, would not, to Appiah appear to be as foreign as I am seeing it.  Customization of imported systems or artifacts he says naturally occurs, and what may seem different is not all that different after all.  It seems to me that there is difference and it has been treated as such.  Not only have pedagogies been viewed as different both by administrator and student, but also the perception remains that the French pedagogy is superior.  At one point the French outwardly claimed this superiority, and current behavior still reflects that position. 
It is important to notice that the values attributed to African culture are not exclusive to African culture.  There are some really productive things about the overlap in values, and here Appiah would agree with me.  There is an opportunity here for multiple cultures (within Africa and between Africa and others) to see their commonalities.  It is also positive that Africans are acknowledging and taking pride in their identity, seeing its potential for leadership and innovation, and designing education to reflect and encourage that.  Commonality in values is important but so is the local construction of the values and advertisement of identity and of those values as part of that, and integration of cultural identity into education.  There is a global view at the Insitut Africain de Management, but pedagogy is localized and encourages local culture as creative and intellectual.

The familial and collective nature that my Senegalese interviewees described and their perspective on the French-dominated pedagogy demonstrate a contrast that prevents students from feeling that they can identify with their education or that it keeps their culture in mind.  The comments by the director of the French school suggest an attitude associated with cultural oppression that considers the oppressor’s pedagogy superior and more intellectually powerful.


A potential vehicle for oppressive pedagogy is the language in which lessons are taught.  Language is an aspect of pedagogy that touches all the others that I listed earlier.  The language in which a teacher teaches affects how material is presented and how students can and do participate.   Other facets of pedagogy can also help reveal oppressive structure (e.g. scheduling choices can relate directly or indirectly with a culture’s concept of time), but I see language as a significant issue to address, especially considering its important role as part of pedagogy.  
In Senegal, classes are taught in French.  The language of the largest ethnic group in the country, Wolof, is the language most commonly spoken in the street, in stores, and at home.  The language being used in the classroom becomes the voice of knowledge.  If the language being used to teach is that of the former colonizer, it makes the oppressor the voice of authority and knowledge.  Besides affecting the authority of culture, the language in which students come to understand their lessons affects students’ ability to relate school to their cultural influences (i.e. their families that may not speak the language to the same degree).  There is a disassociation of informal cultural education and formal education, affecting the ability of family to participate in the education of their children and the official intellectual realm.  There is also a more practical issue that the information is perhaps less easily disseminated to families who are less fluent in the language of the schools.  The quest for literacy and education could have a broader scope and reach more people if language and culture were more fully considered.

Paulo Freire discusses the issue of the language of education in terms of class.  He states that “the syntax, orthography, semantics, and accent of the kind spoken by lower-class children are almost always denigrated” (Freire, Teachers as Cultural Workers 73).  The “educated norm” is often reflective of an oppressive upper class (Friere, Teachers as Cultural Workers 74).  I submit that Freire’s theory can be applied in the context of culture and neocolonialism.  The same kind of denigration can occur when students must learn a language of both former colonizer and dominant global economic and political power.
One possible counter-argument supports the use of a non-native language because it promotes and manages a diverse environment.  I would propose bi-lingual education in this case as a better alternative, but can understand if a language is chosen because there are too many represented or it is an agreed upon strategy that reflects democratically its locale.  

One could argue that Western pedagogy and language act as equalizers or tools for success to promote international communication post-graduation.  An example might be India, now a global force economically and politically, with a history of British colonialism and British-style formal education, with students often going to Britain for schooling.  This implies that success is doing as the West does and that success means speaking their language and accessing their markets.  Success by such standards might mean loss of cultural wealth and legitimate forms of education.  Maureen L. Klos, in her article “Using Cultural Identity to Improve Learning,” gives one reason to believe that awareness and incorporation of culture into education actually increases access and success in academic fields such as the sciences, normally associated with and taught in Western languages.  Her case study of South Africa, where “only 9 percent of learners speak English as a first language,” points out that students in this context have trouble mastering the sciences in school.  Their culture and language become a disadvantage.  The “cultural divide” is discouraging for students to be interested and confident in the subject, or even approach it at all (Klos 364).  Klos states that the divide “must be acknowledged” and that “indigenous knowledge that learners bring to the learning environment” must be recognized (Klos 364).  Western languages are not the only ones able to convey scientific topics.  South Africa’s government has actually made it a requirement that curricula include indigenous knowledge and language.  

The dangers of culturally oppressive pedagogy are dangers to ethical and just education.  In seeking justice we seek freedom to develop faculties and be and allow others to be human.  Just education means not suppressing thought and expression, acknowledging sources of knowledge and learning, cultivating humanity, and respecting capacities.  

Encouraging local development of culturally aware pedagogy opens the academic world to a more fair representation of ways of learning.  Sonia Nieto’s term “culturally democratic learning environments” (Nieto 128) seems to me to include both sensitivity to culture and inclusion of people.  Culture’s dynamism requires an awareness of individual and collective relation to culture.  Dynamism and adaptability is necessary in a pedagogy that is in tune with its students and responsive enough to protect what the collective holds dear and enable necessary social change.  Thinking of education in this way aims toward justice for both cultures and individuals.  It does not seem contradictory to say that educators can localize pedagogy and simultaneously encourage multiculturalism and cross-cultural exchange.  In South Africa’s case, they have attempted to achieve this by including the cultural identity of the students in pedagogy of science classes, localizing while accessing academic areas emphasized on a global stage.  
Input by those being educated is required in such a way that incorporates full identity and worldview.  Pedagogy should acknowledge the wealth of cultures, and cultivate rather than give knowledge.  An oppressive pedagogy controls and “gives” knowledge because of a sense of superiority or claim of knowing what knowledge is.  Neocolonialism prevents growth and development of culture in a way that acknowledges its value.  Culturally oppressive pedagogy can occur in a spirit of false generosity as Freire says, or out of ignorance by the oppressors of their own culture.  Cultivation of knowledge shares the claim on knowledge across humanity and allows local culture and individuals multiple access points to intellectual and political recognition.  Pedagogy that incorporates the intellectual power of local culture is achievable and necessary in the search for justice and respect for persons. 
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