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2 OF PEDAGOGY OF THE OPPRESSED 

A careful analysis of the teacher-student relationship at any level, inside or outside the school, reveals 

its fundamentally narrative character. This relationship involves a narrating Subject (the teacher) and 

patient listening objects (the students). The contents, whether values or empirical dimensions of reality, 

tend in the process of being narrated to become lifeless and petrified. Education is suffering from 

narration sickness.  

The teacher talks about reality as if it were motionless, static, compartmentalized, and predictable. Or 

else he expounds on a topic completely alien to the existential experience of the students. His task is to 

"fill" the students with the contents of his narration -- contents which are detached from reality, 

disconnected from the totality that engendered them and could give them significance. Words are 

emptied of their concreteness and become a hollow, alienated, and alienating verbosity.  

The outstanding characteristic of this narrative education, then, is the sonority of words, not their 

transforming power. "Four times four is sixteen; the capital of Para is Belem." The student records, 

memorizes, and repeats these phrases without perceiving what four times four really means, or 

realizing the true significance of "capital" in the affirmation "the capital of Para is Belem," that is, what 

Belem means for Para and what Para means for Brazil.  

Narration (with the teacher as narrator) leads the students to memorize mechanically the narrated 

account. Worse yet, it turns them into "containers," into "receptacles" to be "filled" by the teachers. 

The more completely she fills the receptacles, the better teacher she is. The more meekly the 

receptacles permit themselves to be filled, the better students they are. 

Education thus becomes an act of depositing, in which the students are the depositories and the teacher 

is the depositor. Instead of communicating, the teacher issues communiques and makes deposits which 

the students patiently receive, memorize, and repeat. This is the “banking” concept of education, in 

which the scope of action allowed to the students extends only as far as receiving, filing, and storing 

the deposits. They do, it is true, have the opportunity to become collectors or cataloguers of the things 

they store. But in the last analysis, it is the people themselves who are filed away through the lack of 

creativity, transformation, and knowledge in this (at best) misguided system. For apart from inquiry, 

apart from the praxis, individuals cannot be truly human. Knowledge emerges only through invention 

and re-invention, through the restless, impatient, continuing, hopeful inquiry human beings pursue in 

the world, with the world, and with each other.  

In the banking concept of education, knowledge is a gift bestowed by those who consider themselves 

knowledgeable upon those whom they consider to know nothing. Projecting an absolute ignorance 

onto others, a characteristic of the ideology of oppression, negates education and knowledge as 

processes of inquiry. The teacher presents himself to his students as their necessary opposite; by 

considering their ignorance absolute, he justifies his own existence. The students, alienated like the 

slave in the Hegelian dialectic, accept their ignorance as justifying the teacher’s existence -- but unlike 

the slave, they never discover that they educate the teacher.  



The raison d'etre of libertarian education, on the other hand, lies in its drive towards reconciliation. 

Education must begin with the solution of the teacher-student contradiction, by reconciling the poles of 

the contradiction so that both are simultaneously teachers and students.  

This solution is not (nor can it be) found in the banking concept. On the contrary, banking education 

maintains and even stimulates the contradiction through the following attitudes and practices, which 

mirror oppressive society as a whole:  

a. the teacher teaches and the students are taught;  

b. the teacher knows everything and the students know nothing;  

c. the teacher thinks and the students are thought about;  

d. the teacher talks and the students listen -- meekly;  

e. the teacher disciplines and the students are disciplined;  

f. the teacher chooses and enforces his choice, and the students comply;  

g. the teacher acts and the students have the illusion of acting through the action of the teacher;  

h. the teacher chooses the program content, and the students (who were not consulted) adapt to it;  

i. the teacher confuses the authority of knowledge with his or her own professional authority, 

which she and he set in opposition to the freedom of the students;  

j. the teacher is the Subject of the learning process, while the pupils are mere objects.  

It is not surprising that the banking concept of education regards men as adaptable, manageable beings. 

The more students work at storing the deposits entrusted to them, the less they develop the critical 

consciousness which would result from their intervention in the world as transformers of that world. 

The more completely they accept the passive role imposed on them, the more they tend simply to adapt 

to the world as it is and to the fragmented view of reality deposited in them.  

The capability of banking education to minimize or annul the student's creative power and to stimulate 

their credulity serves the interests of the oppressors, who care neither to have the world revealed nor to 

see it transformed. The oppressors use their "humanitarianism" to preserve a profitable situation. Thus 

they react almost instinctively against any experiment in education which stimulates the critical 

faculties and is not content with a partial view of reality, but always seeks out the ties which link one 

point to another and one problem to another.  

Indeed, the interests of the oppressors lie in "changing the consciousness of the oppressed, not the 

situation which oppresses them" (1), for the more the oppressed can be led to adapt to that situation, 

the more easily they can be dominated. To achieve this, the oppressors use the banking concept of 

education in conjunction with a paternalistic social action apparatus, within which the oppressed 

receive the euphemistic title of "welfare recipients." They are treated as individual cases, as marginal 

persons who deviate from the general configuration of a "good, organized and just" society. The 

oppressed are regarded as the pathology of the healthy society which must therefore adjust these 

"incompetent and lazy" folk to its own patterns by changing their mentality. These marginals need to 

be "integrated," "incorporated" into the healthy society that they have "forsaken."  

…The banking approach to adult education, for example, will never propose to students that they 

critically consider reality. It will deal instead with such vital questions as whether Roger gave green 

grass to the goat, and insist upon the importance of learning that, on the contrary, Roger gave green 

grass to the rabbit. The "humanism" of the banking approach masks the effort to turn women and men 

into automatons -- the very negation of their ontological vocation to be more fully human.  



…The more completely the majority adapt to the purposes which the dominant minority prescribe for 

them (thereby depriving them of the right to their own purposes), the more easily the minority can 

continue to prescribe. The theory and practice of banking education serve this end quite efficiently. 

Verbalistic lessons, reading requirements (3), the methods for evaluating "knowledge," the distance 

between the teacher and the taught, the criteria for promotion: everything in this ready-to-wear 

approach serves to obviate thinking. 

…Because banking education begins with a false understanding of men and women as objects, it 

cannot promote the development of what Fromm calls "biophily," but instead produces its opposite: 

"necrophily." 

While life is characterized by growth in a structured functional manner, the necrophilous person loves 

all that does not grow, all that is mechanical. The necrophilous person is driven by the desire to 

transform the organic into the inorganic, to approach life mechanically, as if all living persons were 

things. . . . Memory, rather than experience; having, rather than being, is what counts. The 

necrophilous person can relate to an object -- a flower or a person -- only if he possesses it; hence a 

threat to his possession is a threat to himself, if he loses possession he loses contact with the world. . . . 

He loves control, and in the act of controlling he kills life (4). 

Oppression --overwhelming control -- is necrophilic; it is nourished by love of death, not life. The 

banking concept of education, which serves the interests of oppression, is also necrophilic. Based on a 

mechanistic, static, naturalistic, spatialized view of consciousness, it transforms students into receiving 

objects. It attempts to control thinking and action, leads women and men to adjust to the world, and 

inhibits their creative power…  

[On the other hand] 

…The problem-posing method does not dichotomize the activity of teacher-student: she is not 

"cognitive" at one point and "narrative" at another. She is always "cognitive," whether preparing a 

project or engaging in dialogue with the students. She does not regard objects as her private property, 

but as the object of reflection by herself and her students. In this way, the problem-posing educator 

constantly re-forms her reflections in the reflection of the students. The students -- no longer docile 

listeners -- are now critical co-investigators in dialogue with the teacher. The teacher presents the 

material to the students for their consideration, and re-considers her earlier considerations as the 

students express their own. The role of the problem-posing educator is to create, together with the 

students, the conditions under which knowledge at the level of the doxa is superseded by true 

knowledge at the level of the logos. Whereas banking education anesthetizes and inhibits creative 

power, problem-posing education involves a constant unveiling of reality. The former attempts to 

maintain the submersion of consciousness; the latter strives for the emergence of consciousness and 

critical intervention in reality.  

Students, as they are increasingly posed with problems relating to themselves in the world and with the 

world, will feel increasingly challenged and obliged to respond to that challenge. Because they 

apprehend the challenge as interrelated to other problems within a total context, not as a theoretical 

question, the resulting comprehension tends to be increasingly critical and thus constantly less 

alienated. Their response to the challenge evokes new challenges, followed by new understandings; 

and gradually the students come to regard themselves as committed.  



Education as the practice of freedom -- as opposed to education as the practice of domination -- denies 

that man is abstract, isolated, independent and unattached to the world; it also denies that the world 

exists as a reality apart from people. Authentic reflection considers neither abstract man nor the world 

without people, but people in their relations with the world. In these relations consciousness and world 

are simultaneous: consciousness neither precedes the world nor follows it…  

...Once again, the two educational concepts and practices under analysis come into conflict. Banking 

education (for obvious reasons) attempts, by mythologizing reality, to conceal certain facts which 

explain the way human beings exist in the world; problem-posing education sets itself the task of 

demythologizing. Banking education resists dialogue; problem-posing education regards dialogue as 

indispensable to the act of cognition which unveils reality. Banking education treats students as objects 

of assistance; problem-posing education makes them critical thinkers. Banking education inhibits 

creativity and domesticates (although it cannot completely destroy) the intentionality of consciousness 

by isolating consciousness from the world, thereby denying people their ontological and historical 

vocation of becoming more fully human. Problem-posing education bases itself on creativity and 

stimulates true reflection and action upon reality, thereby responding to the vocation of persons as 

beings only when engaged in inquiry and creative transformation. In sum: banking theory and practice, 

as immobilizing and fixating forces, fail to acknowledge men and women as historical beings; 

problem-posing theory and practice take the people's historicity as their starting point…  

...A deepened consciousness of their situation leads people to apprehend that situation as an historical 

reality susceptible of transformation. Resignation gives way to the drive for transformation and 

inquiry, over which men feel themselves to be in control. If people, as historical beings necessarily 

engaged with other people in a movement of inquiry, did not control that movement, it would be (and 

is) a violation of their humanity. Any situation in which some individuals prevent others from 

engaging in the process of inquiry is one of violence. The means used are not important; to alienate 

human beings from their own decision-making is to change them into objects…  

…Problem-posing education does not and cannot serve the interests of the oppressor. No oppressive 

order could permit the oppressed to begin to question: Why? While only a revolutionary society can 

carry out this education in systematic terms, the revolutionary leaders need not take full power before 

they can employ the method. In the revolutionary process, the leaders cannot utilize the banking 

method as an interim measure, justified on grounds of expediency, with intention of later behaving in a 

genuinely revolutionary fashion. They must be revolutionary -- that is to say, dialogical -- from the 

outset. 

[Footnote #1: Simone de Beauvoir. La Pensee de Droite, Aujord'hui (Paris); ST, El Pensamiento politico de la Derecha 

(Buenos Aires, 1963), p. 34.]…  

(Ironically, in light of the next note, we skipped the section with footnote #2.) 

[Footnote #3: For example, some professors specify in their reading lists that a book should be read from pages 10 to 15 -- 

and do this to 'help' their students!] … 

[Footnote #4: Fromm, op. cit. p. 41.] 
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