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CULTURE, IDENTITY 
& EDUCATION 

Cultural Theory 

QUESTION

What does the term culture mean to you? 

Some answers

 Culture ‘means whatever we use it to mean’ (Keesing, 1974)

 ‘when you hear the word “culture” you reach for your dictionary’ (Appiah, 
2005) 
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Some perspectives

 'the shared way of life of a group of people’ (Berry J W, Poortinga Y H, Segall M H and 
Dasen P R, 1992) 

 ‘the way we do things around here’ (Charles Handy) 

 Different groups of people in different parts of the world "formed different sets 
of logical assumptions" about how to solve the problems faced in survival: 
“people's relationship to time, nature and other human beings” (Trompenaars
1993) 

 “Individuals from a given cultural group develop behaviour patterns and 
subjective cultures that are functional for their particular environment” (Albert 
and Triandis 1994)

 Over long periods of time such practices become so absorbed into a 
group's way of life that it can become difficult to be aware of, or 
articulate, what the culture is:

 "Culture is like gravity: you do not experience it until you jump six feet in 
the air“ (Trompenaars 1993)

 People in different cultures have different "patterns of thinking, and 
acting" which, in computer terms, can be described as “software of the 
mind”

 Culture means “the collective programming of the mind which 
distinguishes the members of one group or category from another” 
(Hofstede G 1994) 

 Culture shapes the mind and “provides us with the toolkit by which we 
construct not only our own worlds but our very conceptions of ourselves 
and our powers” (Bruner 1996)
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Trying to understand culture is 

“like a fish trying to understand water - the water is something that a fish 
is surrounded by at all times, that it is part of and cannot get away from. 
Culture surrounds us at all times and, therefore, it is not possible to 
perceive one's own culture objectively”

Fennes H and Hapgood K (1997)

 The concept of culture is analogous to an iceberg:

"only a small part of it is visible. A large portion of what constitutes culture 
is beyond or below our conscious awareness. ...... We know how to act 
and behave according to it but we are not aware of it and subsequently 
cannot control it. We take culture as self-evident, like nature, and not as if 
it were a construction of our society." 

Fennes H and Hapgood K (1997)

How does this relate to culture within the UK?
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Reflection

 How have the following impacted 
upon you in terms of your 
understanding of and engagement 
with culture? Think both above 
and below the iceberg

 1. Family 

 2. Friends 

 3. Media

Some related concepts

Conflict theory: eg Sherif et al (1961): 

 Conflict is likely to arise between groups that have the same goal but 
cannot both achieve it: related to the notion of scarcity Social identity 
theory (eg Tajfel and Turner, 1986): derived from an individual’s 
perceptions of the groups to which he or she belongs (Gross, 2001) 

 Each individual may have a number of social identities, depending upon 
the group(s) with which he or she identifies 

 Establishing a positive social identity can be linked to the development 
of negative feelings about other groups

 The contact hypothesis (Allport, 1954)

 Prejudice may (but will not necessarily) be reduced if at least three 
conditions are present (ie contact alone is not enough): equal status 
contact; the pursuit of common goals; institutional support.
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Task 

Using the readings given on Monday 
consider in groups the main points 
raised by each of them. 

 To what extent are the issues raised a 
continued issue within education across 
the UK? 

 How might we address these in the 
future?

 Anything that you didn’t understand?


