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Introduction: Identity  Politics in  the 
College Classroom,  or 

Whose Issue Is This,  Anyway? 

K A T H E R I N E J . M  A  Y  B E R  R  Y 

This collectio n i s poise d betwee n a  revolutio n an d a  counterrevolu -
tion. I t emerge s a t a  critica l momen t i n America n highe r education — 
when th e momentum o f liberalizatio n tha t transforme d highe r educa -
tion i n th e secon d hal f o f thi s centur y i s deceleratin g i n th e fac e o f 
conservative force s seekin g thei r ow n bran d o f transformatio n b y th e 
opening o f th e nex t century . Th e stor y o f th e revolutio n begin s fift y 
years ago , wit h V J Da y an d th e retur n o f hundred s o f thousand s o f 
GIs eage r t o receiv e thei r du e an d ente r th e elitis t clu b o f America n 
higher education . Thei r exampl e wa s followe d i n th e 1950s , 1960s , 
and 1970 s by veteran s o f Korea an d Vietnam . Throughou t thi s period , 
the dramati c growt h o f publi c institution s helpe d conver t highe r edu -
cation fro m a  privileg e availabl e t o a  fe w t o a  righ t accessibl e t o all . 
With th e victorie s o f th e civi l right s movemen t o f th e 1960 s an d 
1970s, includin g affirmativ e actio n legislation , th e growin g studen t 
population becam e increasingl y diverse . I n 1993 , which ma y tur n ou t 
to hav e bee n th e watershe d o f universit y diversity , minorit y enroll -
ment accounte d fo r 2 6 percent o f th e tota l colleg e an d universit y un -
dergraduate enrollment. 1 

Wooed an d welcome d int o institutions wher e the y nevertheles s re -

1 

1 



K A T H E R I N E J . M A Y B E R R Y 

mained distinctl y marginal , Africa n American s an d othe r minoritie s 
banded int o campu s communitie s whos e badg e o f membershi p wa s 
a particula r marke r o f "otherness"—color , accent , physica l character -
istics, and s o forth. Durin g thi s period, th e term "identity " underwen t 
a tellin g reconceptualization , evolvin g fro m it s 1960 s association wit h 
self-absorbed individualis m a  l a Holde n Caulfiel d t o a  signifie r o f 
group affiliation . Identit y wa s n o longe r a  personal , individuatin g 
matter, bu t a  functio n o f thos e phenomenologica l characteristic s on e 
shared wit h others . A s thei r number s gre w o n campus , minorit y 
identity group s bega n t o articulat e identity-base d interest s an d sub -
mit identity-base d demand s tha t were , i n man y cases , met b y admin -
istrations ofte n unprepare d t o negotiat e suc h delicat e matters . Th e 
speed an d effectivenes s o f th e revolutio n wa s indee d remarkable : i n 
the spac e o f a  generation , minorit y student s sa w thos e sam e identit y 
markers tha t ha d alway s guarantee d thei r powerlessnes s an d under -
representation develo p int o source s o f considerabl e influenc e an d 
control. Wit h th e formatio n o f th e firs t blac k studie s progra m i n 196 9 
at Sa n Francisc o Stat e University , "identit y politics"—th e negotiatio n 
of an d fo r powe r derive d fro m minorit y grou p affiliation—ha d be -
come a n operatin g realit y withi n America n academia . 

The openin g o f th e universit y t o minorit y group s clearl y se t th e 
stage fo r th e phenomeno n o f identit y politics . Less clea r i s th e natur e 
of th e relationshi p betwee n th e ris e o f identit y politic s an d th e con -
temporaneous developmen t o f poststructuralis t thought . Whethe r 
connected throug h causalit y o r mere coincidence , the two movement s 
have a  goo d dea l i n common : bot h live , move , an d hav e thei r bein g 
in th e "deconstructability " o f receive d truths , including , o f course , 
the cano n o f whit e Wester n knowledge . Whil e ther e ar e als o crucia l 
theoretical difference s betwee n th e two , i t i s wort h notin g tha t th e 
iconoclastic operatio n o f identit y politic s foun d friendl y soi l i n th e 
irreverence o f poststructuralis t theory . Certainly , th e simultaneou s 
development o f bot h project s contribute d t o th e creatio n o f a  univer -
sity climate in which knowledge , authority , an d relationship s ar e rou -
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Introduction: Identity  Politics  in the  College Classroom 3 

tinely exploded , politicized , or , t o us e a  popula r neologis m o f th e 
1990s, problematized . 

In a  settin g wher e littl e was saf e fro m interrogation , wher e ideolo -
gies wer e discovere d behin d ever y bric k an d iv y leaf , i t wa s onl y a 
matter o f tim e befor e whit e faculty—guardian s o f th e no w thor -
oughly problematize d trinit y o f knowledge , authority , an d tradi -
tion—were challenged . Th e mos t provocativ e o f thes e challenge s re -
volved aroun d th e issu e o f identity : withi n th e las t fe w years , 
minority constituencie s o n campu s hav e begu n t o scrutiniz e th e rela -
tionship betwee n professors ' identitie s (again , a s determine d b y race , 
sex, ethnicity , etc. ) an d thei r claim s t o professiona l authorit y an d ex -
pertise. Thi s debat e ove r identity-base d credibilit y (teachin g wha t 
you ar e versus teachin g wha t you'r e not ) i s currently th e mos t visibl e 
expression o f identit y politic s i n highe r education . 

Until fairl y recently , ther e wer e fe w ground s o n whic h a  profes -
sor's authorit y coul d b e impeached . Student s migh t complai n abou t 
a course' s workloa d o r a  professor' s teachin g style , o r i n egregiou s 
cases abou t hi s o r he r professionalis m (whic h mor e ofte n involve s 
inappropriate behavio r tha n questionabl e expertise) ; fello w scholar s 
might questio n th e validit y o f a  professor' s scholarship ; bu t fo r th e 
most part , charge s o f pedagogica l malpractic e wer e unthinkable . Th e 
recent demographi c change s i n studen t an d facult y populations , th e 
radical revision s o f canon s an d curricula , an d th e politicizatio n o f 
identity, knowledge , an d authorit y hav e change d al l this , introducin g 
an identity-base d definitio n o f credibility  a s a n entirel y ne w precondi -
tion o f professiona l authority . 

As understoo d b y th e challengers , credibilit y goe s beyon d disci -
plinary expertis e t o include affiliationa l an d experientia l components ; 
one i s a  credibl e professor/schola r i n a  particula r minorit y studie s 
field i f on e ca n clai m origi n an d experienc e withi n tha t minorit y cul -
ture. Th e recen t challenge s t o credibilit y ar e voice d b y minorit y stu -
dents an d professor s alike , and the y identif y a  variety o f pedagogica l 
and scholarl y offense s conceivabl e onl y within a  context o f politicize d 
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identity. Thos e being challenge d ar e fo r th e mos t par t whit e me n an d 
women i n th e humanities an d socia l science s who teac h and/o r writ e 
about identit y group s tha t ar e no t onl y differen t fro m thei r own , bu t 
also historically oppresse d b y thei r own—fo r example , me n teachin g 
women's studies , white s teachin g blac k studies , heterosexual s teach -
ing quee r studies , an d s o on . 

At a  tim e whe n facult y ar e bein g accuse d o f willfull y ignorin g ex -
ternal challenge s t o wha t the y d o an d ho w the y d o it , thes e interna l 
demands fo r credibilit y hav e commande d thei r ful l attention . A s th e 
essays i n thi s antholog y demonstrate , facult y ar e no t dismissin g th e 
credibility issu e a s a n outrageou s academi c fad ; o n th e contrary , the y 
are takin g i t ver y seriously , formulatin g a  variet y o f position s o n th e 
issue wit h fairness , intelligence , an d probity . Teaching  What  You're 

Not: Identity,  Politics  in  Higher  Education  i s a  collectio n o f thes e posi -
tions, compose d b y individual s a t al l level s o f th e professoriate : 
prize-winning researchers , senio r scholars , untenured professors , an d 
graduate students . Writte n fro m a  wid e variet y o f identit y perspec -
tives, an d i n som e case s impelle d b y firsthan d experienc e wit h credi -
bility challenges , th e essay s i n thi s collectio n ar e a  testamen t t o th e 
seriousness wit h whic h w e tak e ou r teachin g an d th e courag e wit h 
which w e examin e an d lear n fro m critique s o f ou r performance . 

The debat e ove r credibilit y an d identit y tha t thi s volum e document s 
is takin g plac e a t a  tim e whe n thos e demographi c an d ideologica l 
forces tha t hav e transforme d America n highe r educatio n i n th e las t 
few decade s ar e themselve s meetin g powerfu l challenges . Wit h th e 
ink barely dr y o n new curricula , expande d canons , and minorit y clu b 
charters, a n educationall y conservativ e politica l righ t i s deployin g it s 
supplies o f Wite-Out whereve r possible . The momentum o f th e multi -
cultural revolutio n i s bein g counteracte d b y a  conservativ e counter -
revolution wit h a  formidabl e momentu m o f it s own , i n larg e par t 
driven b y conservativ e lawmakers . T o borro w th e titl e o f a  recen t 
book o n th e subject , highe r educatio n i s under fire. 2 
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The challenge s aime d a t highe r educatio n constitut e a  familia r lit -
any: tuition s ar e to o high ; facult y ar e lazy , arrogant , unaccountable , 
and avers e t o undergraduate teaching ; knowledge an d trut h hav e be -
come th e handservant s o f politica l correctness ; identit y i s replacin g 
expertise a s a  primar y requiremen t fo r facult y appointments , an d s o 
on. Man y o f th e detractor s o f highe r educatio n hav e th e political , fi -
nancial, an d ideologica l wherewitha l t o ac t o n thes e complaints : th e 
dramatic change s i n stat e an d nationa l legislature s resultin g fro m th e 
1992 election s hav e place d a  fisca l a x i n th e hand s o f th e detractors . 
In perhap s th e mos t staggerin g example , Republica n governo r 
George Patak i o f Ne w Yor k propose d a  $29 0 millio n reductio n (31. 5 
percent) i n th e budge t o f th e stat e universit y syste m (ultimatel y re -
duced b y th e legislatur e t o $185. 6 million). 3 A t th e federa l level , th e 
vote i n th e Hous e o f Representative s t o discontinu e th e nationa l en -
dowments fo r th e art s an d humanitie s i s onl y on e o f man y soberin g 
symptoms o f th e country' s ba d moo d abou t highe r education . Th e 
defeat o f affirmativ e actio n i n Californi a demonstrate s th e vulnerabil -
ity o f th e entir e multicultura l movement , a s does th e eas e wit h whic h 
educational conservative s wer e abl e to parody th e principles o f multi -
culturalism i n th e politica l correctnes s debate . 

In short , th e America n universit y syste m i s o n th e defensive , an d 
the curren t debat e abou t identit y politic s i s up fo r grab s a s a  weapo n 
in th e struggle . On th e on e hand, universit y critic s ar e perfectly capa -
ble o f turnin g it , lik e multiculturalism , int o a  caricatur e o f itself — 
ludicrous measur e o f jus t ho w remove d facult y hav e becom e fro m 
the job o f educating . O n th e othe r hand , thos e facult y involve d i n th e 
debate—and thi s include s thos e o n bot h side s o f th e issue—coul d 
use i t a s a  mean s o f demonstratin g jus t ho w seriousl y facultie s an d 
their universitie s tak e th e job o f teachin g a  highly heterogeneou s stu -
dent population . Ever y contributo r t o thi s volum e ha s pu t th e issu e 
of identit y politic s t o goo d use , in eac h cas e using i t a s a  springboar d 
for examinin g hi s o r he r ow n motives , qualifications , an d goal s a s 
teachers an d a s scholars . Th e imag e o f th e professoriat e tha t emerge s 
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from thes e essay s powerfull y belie s th e negativ e imag e currentl y cir -
culated b y it s critics . 

One migh t expec t a  certai n degre e o f defensivenes s o n th e par t o f 
those facult y whos e credibilit y ha s bee n challenged . Surel y fo r man y 
"majority" faculty , th e charge s electrifyin g th e ai r o f "minority " stud -
ies touc h a  nerv e muc h mor e sensitiv e tha n tha t o f professional  credi-
bility. Fo r thos e o f u s whose libera l politica l consciousnes s develope d 
during th e sam e perio d tha t incubate d multiculturalis m an d identit y 
politics, i t i s discomfitin g t o fin d ourselve s identifie d a s "them " i n a n 
"us versu s them " scenario . The dissonanc e betwee n ou r self-imag e a s 
committed, card-carryin g intellectua l liberal s an d th e challengers ' 
view o f u s a s underqualifie d cultura l colonizer s beg s fo r resolution . 
In part , ou r response s t o thes e challenge s becom e th e processe s 
through whic h w e resolv e thi s clamorin g dissonance . 

But th e essay s i n thi s volum e ar e abou t fa r mor e tha n self-justifi -
cation an d conscienc e stroking : th e issue—i n som e case s realize d i n 
painful persona l confrontations—ha s drive n al l th e contributors , an d 
many mor e besides , t o ste p bac k fro m thei r podiu m an d ponde r th e 
teaching role , t o reconside r an d i n som e case s redefin e th e goals , 
methods, an d informin g ideologica l assumption s o f undergraduat e 
teaching. I f fo r n o othe r reason , th e curren t debat e ove r identit y poli -
tics is momentous becaus e i t has elicite d thi s attentio n t o the busines s 
of teaching . 

While identity politic s may see m a n unlikely catalys t fo r pedagogi -
cal review, i t becomes quickl y apparen t t o anyone intereste d i n enter -
ing th e debat e tha t al l responsible argument s mus t wor k fro m a  clea r 
identification o f wha t on e hope s t o achiev e throug h teachin g an d 
what method s ar e mos t likel y t o effec t thes e goals . Thes e d o no t 
sound lik e revolutionary questions , yet to o few o f us—traine d a s dis -
ciplinary scholar s rathe r tha n educators—hav e seriousl y entertaine d 
them. Highe r educatio n i s fortunat e i n it s ric h resourc e o f dedicate d 
professors, ye t man y o f th e mos t dedicate d hav e neglecte d t o subjec t 
their teachin g t o th e sam e interrogation s tha t hav e s o dramaticall y 
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altered wha t the y teac h an d t o whom. T o reiterate a  crucia l point : th e 
current challenge s t o credibilit y ar e importan t t o al l o f u s becaus e 
they contai n thos e interrogation s an d requir e u s t o revie w ou r per -
sonal mission s a s educators . 

The essay s i n thi s antholog y ar e writte n fro m a  wide variet y o f iden -
tity interfaces : a n Africa n America n ma n teachin g feminis t theory ; 
white me n teachin g women' s studies ; a  straigh t woma n teachin g les -
bigay material ; whit e wome n teachin g an d writin g abou t Africa n 
American history ; a n able-bodie d woma n teachin g literatur e b y 
women wit h disabilities . Th e positions , strategies , an d argument s 
communicated i n th e essay s ar e equall y varied , a s wel l a s enor -
mously ric h an d comprehensive . A s th e antholog y editor , I  am grate -
ful fo r thi s richness , but i t doe s mak e th e job o f organizin g th e essay s 
a challengin g on e an d an y principl e o f organizatio n inevitabl y arbi -
trary. A  reasonabl e mode l o f classificatio n i s implie d i n th e gramma r 
of th e anthology' s title— Teaching What  You're  Not.  Th e phras e im -
plies a t leas t fou r questions : (1 ) what doe s teaching  consist of ? (2 ) who 

is doin g th e teaching ? (3 ) what  i s bein g taught ? an d (4 ) who  i s bein g 
taught? Virtuall y al l th e essay s addres s al l thes e question s i n som e 
way, bu t wit h varyin g emphases ; i t i s according t o the emphase s tha t 
the essay s ar e grouped . 

The essay s i n th e volume' s firs t part , "Multiculturalis t Pedagog -
ies," repor t a  variet y o f pedagogica l strategie s develope d b y profes -
sors teachin g a  multicultura l cano n i n a  multicultura l classroom . 
These essay s allo w u s t o observ e ho w an d t o wha t en d a  progressiv e 
(or t o us e bel l hooks' s phrase , "transgressive" 4) pedagog y emerge s 
from classroom s i n whic h identitie s ar e mixe d i n som e way . The y 
demonstrate a s wel l how th e multicultura l classroo m an d cano n hav e 
expanded no t onl y th e object s o f intellectua l inquir y bu t als o th e 
skills an d method s taugh t i n traditiona l libera l art s courses . Indeed , 
for eac h writer , th e subjec t matte r o f th e cours e i s a s muc h a  mean s 
as a n end— a too l throug h whic h certai n widel y applicabl e skill s an d 
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perspectives ca n b e developed . Fo r Nanc y J . Peterson , teachin g 
American literatur e mean s mor e tha n teachin g a  particula r se t o f lit -
erary text s an d a  particula r critica l idiom ; i t mus t ai m a s wel l t o de -
velop i n student s a  multicultura l perspectiv e fro m whic h the y ca n 
cooperate acros s divisiv e identit y line s t o effec t socia l justice . Lik e 
most o f th e contributor s t o thi s volume , Peterso n unblinkingl y ac -
cepts th e inevitabl e entanglemen t o f teachin g an d advocacy . Sh e 
teaches th e skill s o f literar y analysi s no t merel y a s tool s fo r un -
packing som e transcenden t textua l meaning , bu t a s method s o f inter -
rogation revealing the ideological foundation o f representation—liter -
ary an d otherwise . As Peterson's experienc e teachin g a  Toni Morriso n 
course demonstrates , student s ar e mos t likel y t o develo p thi s per -
spective an d thes e skill s withi n a  classroo m tha t i s a  "learnin g com -
munity, " where dialogu e replace s monologue . 

Working withi n a  ver y differen t disciplinar y an d identit y context , 
Barbara Scot t Winkle r i s als o concerne d wit h buildin g classroo m 
community a s a  mean s o f achievin g a  "transformatio n o f conscious -
ness" within he r students . Winkler report s th e strategie s an d method -
ologies sh e use s whe n teachin g classe s wit h a  significan t lesbiga y 
component, bot h i n conten t an d i n studen t population . Importin g th e 
feminist activis t concept s o f "coalitio n an d allianc e building" int o he r 
teaching practice , Winkle r demonstrate s a  pedagogica l resourceful -
ness tha t i s necessar y t o an y teache r face d wit h th e challenge s o f 
identity politics ; Winkler' s essa y i s th e firs t o f man y i n thi s volum e 
to demonstrat e ho w th e unprecedente d circumstance s o f th e contem -
porary colleg e classroo m ar e requirin g facult y t o loo k t o unfamilia r 
disciplines an d practice s fo r suggestion s abou t negotiatin g it s com -
plexities. 

This resourcefulnes s i s demonstrate d a s wel l b y Jane t M . Powers , 
who borrow s methodologie s fa r remove d fro m literar y stud y t o hel p 
her maneuve r i n multicultura l literatur e classes . Uncertain abou t he r 
own motive s fo r teachin g wha t sh e i s not, Power s i s disturbed b y th e 
likelihood tha t he r student s wil l b e influence d b y he r mod e o f "gaz -
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ing a t skin , language , habit s o f conversation , music , way s o f relatin g 
that ar e differen t fro m m y own. " B y resorting t o ethnographi c theor y 
and practic e i n he r classes , Power s believe s sh e ha s a t leas t partiall y 
mitigated th e polarizatio n o f identitie s inevitabl e i n multicultura l 
classes. 

The fourt h essa y i n par t 1  is a  joint projec t writte n b y a  mal e pro -
fessor o f politica l scienc e an d thre e o f hi s student s (tw o wome n an d 
a man ) i n a  feminis t politica l theor y course . Challenge d b y student s 
and colleague s alik e fo r teachin g a  feminis t theor y course , J . Scot t 
Johnson argue s tha t professoria l identit y i s n o mor e o r les s a n issu e 
in feminis t course s tha n i n any othe r course . The purpose o f hi s polit -
ical theor y cours e wa s no t t o enabl e a  particula r perspectiv e capabl e 
of drawin g certai n politica l conclusions , bu t rathe r t o mode l a  se t o f 
skills tha t woul d allo w hi s student s t o mak e reasone d judgment s 
about th e strength s an d weaknesse s o f feminis m i n genera l an d o f 
specific feminis t theorie s i n particular . Tha t Johnso n achieve d thi s 
goal i s enviabl y demonstrate d b y on e student' s statemen t tha t "b y 
the en d o f th e semester , I  understood an d coul d defen d exactl y wha t 
I believed in. " Lik e theate r directo r Tyron e Guthrie , Johnson see s hi s 
teaching rol e a s tha t o f a n "audienc e o f one " wh o reflect s studen t 
input i n orde r t o encourage student s t o evaluat e an d refin e thei r ow n 
thinking. The studen t contribution s t o the essay , which describ e John -
son's teachin g metho d an d reflec t th e independen t thinkin g i t fos -
tered, ar e a  testament t o just ho w thoroughl y th e cooperativ e metho d 
succeeded—developing no t onl y th e skill s o f critica l thinking , bu t 
also defusin g th e initiall y troublin g issu e o f professoria l identity . 

The essay s groupe d withi n par t 2 , "The Clas s Roster, " identif y a  con -
sideration tha t i s crucia l t o th e curren t debat e surroundin g identit y 
and teaching : a  reasonable , defensibl e argumen t fo r o r agains t teach -
ing wha t you'r e no t mus t tak e int o accoun t th e questio n o f who  i s 
being taught . Thes e essay s remin d u s o f th e numerou s difference s 
that exis t i n studen t populations—bot h withi n a  particular clas s and , 
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more generally , fro m institutio n t o institution . Thes e difference s ar e 
definable no t onl y i n term s o f color , culture , an d gender , bu t als o i n 
terms o f aptitude , education , class , values , politica l sophistication , 
and s o forth. T o assume a  monolithic studen t bod y i s to risk a  useles s 
because absolutis t resolutio n t o th e debate . Pu t anothe r way , peda -
gogical strategie s tha t migh t wor k perfectl y wel l i n on e classroo m o r 
one institutio n coul d b e utte r failure s i n a  differen t clas s o r institu -
tion. 

Christie Farnha m relate s a  hair-raising instanc e o f classroo m iden -
tity collisio n se t i n motio n b y th e stron g politica l an d religiou s view s 
of som e o f he r students . Farnham' s teachin g o f a n Africa n America n 
history cours e a t Iow a Stat e Universit y wa s repeatedl y challenge d b y 
black student s callin g fo r a  mor e Afrocentris t perspective . Convince d 
that Afrocentri c histor y doe s no t alway s mee t historiographica l stan -
dards, Farnha m wa s unwillin g t o represen t i t a s historica l fac t i n he r 
classes, despite aggressiv e studen t demand s fo r it s inclusion . I n a  sit -
uation tha t quickl y escalate d int o a n exampl e o f identit y politic s a t 
their mos t extreme , Farnham' s teachin g wa s publicl y excoriate d b y 
her detractor s a s alternatel y racis t an d incompetent . Wha t Farnham' s 
experience demonstrate s i s tha t "no t al l problem s arisin g ou t o f 
teaching wha t yo u ar e not—i n thi s case , being a  white woma n teach -
ing black history—can b e reduced t o pedagogy o r personalities/ ' Far -
nham's insistenc e o n conformin g t o th e standard s o f he r academi c 
discipline whe n determinin g wha t an d wha t no t t o teac h raise s som e 
provocative question s abou t th e origin s an d function s o f disciplinar y 
authority. He r positio n als o constitute s a n interestin g counterpoin t t o 
the broader-base d pedagogica l practice s represente d i n som e o f th e 
preceding essays . 

Barbara DiBernard , a n English professor an d directo r o f a  women' s 
studies program , ha s ha d strikin g evidenc e o f jus t ho w variabl e th e 
most seemingl y homogeneou s studen t population s ca n be . She open s 
her essa y wit h a n accoun t o f a n epiphani c experienc e i n a  women' s 
literature clas s tha t ca n serv e a s a  cautionary tal e fo r al l faculty abou t 
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the comple x identitie s o f ever y on e o f ou r students . Lik e many essay -
ists i n thi s anthology , he r practica l classroo m experienc e make s he r 
wary o f the essentialis t assumption s implici t in identity politics . In he r 
teaching o f literatur e b y disable d women , sh e ha s becom e acutel y 
aware o f th e arbitrarines s o f mos t identit y markers ; ye t a t th e sam e 
time sh e realize s tha t i n orde r t o b e a  "politica l ally " o f disable d 
women, sh e mus t agre e t o inhabi t th e positio n o f "able-bodied " an d 
to think i n terms o f polarized identities . 

Celeste M . Condit' s essa y remind s u s o f ye t anothe r wa y a  give n 
student populatio n ca n complicat e a  professor' s teachin g practice . I n 
her discussio n o f teachin g communicatio n course s t o undergraduate s 
at th e Universit y o f Georgia , Condi t insert s a  soberin g realit y chec k 
into th e conversatio n abou t enabling , student-centere d pedagogy . Fo r 
Condit, whos e communicatio n classe s consis t o f significan t number s 
of whit e Souther n men , th e problem s o f teachin g who  sh e i s no t ar e 
not mitigate d b y th e applicatio n o f progressiv e teachin g styles . T o 
cede authority completely by becoming a  participant-observer o r audi -
ence o f on e woul d pu t he r hopelessl y a t th e merc y o f student s who , 
in he r experience , "ar e no t shee p tha t w e decid e t o teac h 'actively ' o r 
'passively. ' . . . [but ] highly motivated , highly skilled , and enormousl y 
self-interested peopl e wh o . . . inten d t o minimiz e th e pai n w e caus e 
them, an d sometime s t o maximiz e th e pai n the y inflic t o n us. " Con -
dit's experienc e o f classroo m politic s may , a s sh e observes , be a  func -
tion of the differences betwee n a  professor's goal s in teaching a  cours e 
and thos e o f he r student s i n takin g it . Mor e fundamentally , he r un -
happy experienc e a t th e Universit y o f Georgi a i s a n instanc e o f a 
gender politic s i n whic h th e woman—eve n i f sh e i s th e professor — 
will always be the loser . 

Part 3 , "Professoria l Identities, " reflect s a  variet y o f perspective s o n 
the issu e o f th e relationshi p betwee n a  professor's  identit y an d th e 
material tha t h e o r sh e teaches . 

Accustomed t o havin g he r scholarshi p challenge d o n th e basi s o f 
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her racia l identity , Jacquelin e Jones , note d historia n i n th e are a o f 
African America n women' s history , take s th e uncompromisin g posi -
tion tha t th e singl e mos t importan t qualificatio n fo r an y professo r i n 
any fiel d i s expertise : "Wheneve r anyon e expresse s doubt s abou t m y 
work a s a  white woma n writin g Africa n America n history , I  reply . . . 
'Let's begi n th e discussio n wit h m y footnotes , an d g o o n fro m 
there.' "  Jone s goe s o n t o poin t ou t th e politica l risk s o f assignin g o r 
selecting scholarl y an d teachin g specialtie s o n th e basi s o f narrowl y 
defined identity , pointin g t o th e decidedl y negativ e consequence s o f 
the traditio n i n histor y o f "whit e me n o f propert y an d privileg e . . . 
writing abou t . . . whit e me n o f propert y an d privilege. " 

The nex t tw o essay s pic k u p Jones' s poin t abou t th e practica l an d 
ideological consequence s o f identity-determine d teachin g an d schol -
arship fro m a  ver y differen t vantag e point . Lavin a Dhingr a Shankar , 
after persuasivel y arguin g th e enormou s complexitie s o f persona l 
identity, speak s t o th e professiona l straitjacke t tha t man y "minority " 
faculty ar e force d t o wea r i n a  multicultura l university . Despit e he r 
decidedly Western(ized ) education , Shankar' s "postcolonia l identity " 
has dictate d he r curricula r affiliatio n a s muc h as , i f no t mor e than , 
her professiona l interest s an d training . A s Shanka r put s it , "som e ar e 
born wit h identities , other s hav e identitie s thrus t o n them. " 

Indira Karamcheti , Englis h professo r a t Wesleya n University , i s 
also concerne d abou t th e commodificatio n o f identit y i n th e multicul -
tural university . A s a  member o f a  non-American ethni c grou p teach -
ing primaril y whit e America n students , Karamchet i ha s alway s bee n 
different fro m th e student s sh e teaches . A s wit h man y o f th e whit e 
faculty contributin g t o thi s volume , th e challenge s tha t hav e bee n 
posed t o Karamcheti' s professiona l authorit y ar e a  functio n o f th e 
phenomenological mismatc h between he r an d he r students ; yet i n he r 
case, th e ground s fo r thos e challenge s hav e mor e t o d o wit h old -
fashioned racis m tha n contemporar y identit y politics . Karamchet i in -
cludes a  numbe r o f passage s fro m studen t paper s tha t demonstrat e 
the doubl e bin d o f "non-Caucasian " teachers , wh o mus t conten d 
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with, o n th e on e hand , students ' lo w expectation s o f thei r abilit y t o 
teach authoritatively , an d o n th e other , students ' equall y reflexiv e 
tendency t o abando n al l reasonabl e standard s o f judgment onc e the y 
recognize tha t thes e teacher s ar e no t "handicapped " b y thei r eth -
nicity. Bot h Shankar' s an d Karamcheti' s career s hav e provide d ampl e 
evidence o f th e limitation s tha t th e America n academ y place s o n th e 
pedagogical strategie s an d scholarl y preference s o f th e minorit y 
teacher. 

The fina l essa y i n par t 3  returns u s t o the sit e o f a  women's studie s 
class taugh t b y a  whit e mal e professor . Crai g W . Heller' s essa y i s 
concerned wit h th e exces s o f authorit y automaticall y conferre d b y hi s 
positions a s whit e mal e an d professor . "Ho w contradictor y i s it, " 
Heller asks , "tha t I  ma y b e convincin g student s o f th e viabilit y o f a 
feminist messag e by , a t leas t i n som e part , fulfillin g th e patriarcha l 
expectations tha t man y student s hav e o f mal e teachers? " Heller' s 
hope i s that th e tension between hi s positionality an d hi s pedagogica l 
goals ca n b e resolve d b y a  pedagogica l strateg y o f silence , absence , 
and invisibility , bu t h e als o recognize s tha t hi s "hands-of f "  approac h 
is capable o f sabotagin g hi s goal s every bi t a s much a s a  more author -
itative style . 

Part 4 , "Th e Text s an d Context s o f Teachin g Wha t You'r e Not, " fo -
cuses ver y directl y o n th e "what " o f teachin g wha t you'r e not . Eac h 
of thes e essay s present s i n considerabl e detai l th e us e t o which a  par -
ticular tex t o r disciplinar y contex t ca n b e pu t i n classroom s wher e 
identity i s a n issue . I n thei r concentratio n o n specifi c contexts , som e 
of thes e essay s offe r a  cas e stud y approac h t o th e issu e tha t reflect s 
in eac h instanc e significan t learnin g o n th e par t o f th e professo r a s 
well a s th e students . Rober t S . Levine , professo r o f Englis h a t th e 
University o f Maryland , open s thi s par t wit h a  career-lon g overvie w 
of his teaching o f Herma n Melville' s novell a "Benit o Cereno " to shift -
ing studen t populations . Levine' s essa y i s a s goo d a  defens e o f fac -
ulty seriousnes s abou t teachin g a s an y o f u s coul d wis h for ; hi s ac -
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count o f a  twenty-yea r struggl e wit h " a recalcitran t tex t (an d 
students)" provide s no t onl y a  "concret e accoun t o f th e implication s 
of th e curricular , pedagogical , an d demographi c changes " i n th e 
academy, bu t als o a  testamen t t o th e willingnes s o f facult y t o adjus t 
to thes e sweepin g changes . 

Gary L . Lemon s contextualize s hi s teachin g strategie s i n a  cours e 
called Redefinin g Womanhood : (Re)writin g th e Blac k Femal e Sel f 
within a  shor t stor y b y Audr e Lord e calle d "Ta r Beach. " Lemons' s 
course i s explicitl y politica l i n it s aim , whic h i s t o teac h student s 
"how t o interrogat e an d criticall y oppos e th e capitalist , racist , sexis t 
exploitation o f women. " Sinc e hi s ow n intersectin g positionalitie s a s 
black, male , feminist , an d professo r ca n complicat e o r undermin e th e 
achievement o f thi s goal , he has develope d a  pedagogy an d a  readin g 
list intende d t o b e liberatin g fo r bot h studen t an d professor . B y con -
centrating o n Lorde' s eroti c stor y o f lesbia n union , Lemon s seek s t o 
destabilize certai n limitin g an d generalize d construct s o f race , gender , 
and sexuality— a destabilizatio n tha t no t onl y enriche s th e class' s 
view o f womanhood , bu t als o challenge s thei r suspicion s abou t thei r 
black, mal e professo r self-identifyin g a s feminist . I n thi s course , Lem -
ons manage s t o conver t wha t migh t begi n a s the liabilitie s o f hi s ow n 
identities int o vehicle s fo r achievin g hi s liberator y aim . Hi s essa y an d 
his course s ar e no t abou t teachin g wha t h e i s not , but , a s h e put s i t 
"teaching what  I  am —an advocat e o f a  feminis t movemen t i n whic h 
women and  men  . .. struggl e t o en d sexua l oppression. " 

The thir d essa y i n par t 4 , written b y Gerar d Aching , a  membe r o f 
a Spanis h an d Portugues e department , combine s a  theoretica l argu -
ment fo r th e substitutio n o f practice  for identit y a s th e definin g com -
ponent o f credibility , wit h a  contextualizatio n o f thi s ne w definition . 
Aching agree s tha t th e "identity-base d definitio n o f credibilit y ca n b e 
misleading an d essentialis t i n a  debilitatin g an d counterproductiv e 
manner" an d propose s tha t credibilit y b e understoo d a s "a n are a an d 
range o f competitiv e practice s o r strategies, " not a s a  function o f race , 
gender, o r ethnicity . Th e potentia l productivenes s o f transgressin g 
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identity line s an d disciplinar y specialization s i s demonstrate d withi n 
his accoun t o f studen t experience s i n a  stud y an d servic e abroa d pro -
gram. 

Donna J . Watson' s essa y offer s th e perspective , no t o f teacher , 
scholar, o r student , bu t o f blac k woma n write r whos e text s migh t 
become th e objec t o f "alien " scrutin y i n a  classroo m o r professiona l 
conference. Watson' s essa y i s not a n argumen t fo r o r agains t teachin g 
or criticizin g wha t you'r e not ; rather , i t i s a  powerfu l representatio n 
of wha t writin g an d writte n text s signif y withi n th e black femal e cul -
ture. Her contextualizatio n o f black women' s writin g withi n a  histor y 
of silence , oppression , fear , an d paralysi s reflect s th e importanc e o f 
black women' s text s t o blac k wome n writer s an d readers . Watso n 
does no t subscrib e t o the ownershi p schoo l o f literar y studies , but sh e 
does recommen d tha t an y academi c write r (or , b y implication , 
teacher) remembe r an d b e sensitiv e t o th e contex t withi n whic h blac k 
women's writin g i s create d an d read . 

Mary Elizabet h Lanser' s essa y als o contextualize s a  resolutio n t o 
the identity/credibilit y debate—no t b y citin g a  discussio n o f he r 
teaching withi n a  certai n text , bu t rathe r b y insertin g th e historica l 
and politica l contex t o f blac k studie s int o th e discussion . Lanse r in -
sists tha t "i t i s virtuall y impossibl e t o comprehen d th e territorialit y 
that ha s develope d amon g blac k scholar s i n blac k studies " withou t 
understanding "th e root s o f blac k studie s a s both a n intellectua l pur -
suit and  a  way of  life"  (emphasi s added) . Th e contex t Lanse r provide s 
is critica l t o a  ful l understandin g o f th e exclusionar y positio n hel d b y 
some minorit y scholars . I n Lanser' s case , thi s contex t doe s no t 
weaken he r career-lon g commitmen t t o teachin g blac k studies , bu t i t 
does pu t int o relie f th e passions , energies , an d principle s tha t driv e 
this commitment . 

The tex t unde r revie w i n Rene e R . Curry' s essa y i s Juli e Dash' s 
influential fil m Daughters  of  the  Dust  (1992) . Curr y use s he r viewin g 
of thi s fil m b y a n Africa n America n woma n abou t Africa n America n 
women a s a  way o f demonstratin g th e disadvantage s a  white woma n 
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brings t o readin g o r viewin g materia l emergin g fro m a  cultur e no t 
her own . Sh e recognize s tha t he r ow n deafnes s t o th e historical , cul -
tural, an d semioti c resonance s impoveris h he r viewin g o f th e film . 
Yet sh e doe s no t conclud e tha t fo r thi s reaso n blac k text s shoul d b e 
the provinc e o f blac k women . Instead , sh e invite s whit e scholar s t o 
use th e readin g (viewing ) o f text s by other s t o "undertak e a  spiritua l 
as wel l a s a n intellectua l an d emotiona l transformation, " whic h mus t 
involve thei r naming , witnessing , an d accountin g fo r thei r whitenes s 
in th e sam e wa y tha t the y accoun t fo r othe r politicize d identities . 
Curry conclude s tha t suc h meeting s betwee n whit e viewe r an d blac k 
text mus t continu e s o tha t al l o f u s ca n gro w "  older, wiser , an d 
stronger throug h ou r interconnecte d pasts , presents , an d futures/ ' 

As members o f th e higher educatio n communit y engag e i n the debat e 
about identit y an d credibility , i t i s importan t tha t w e remembe r th e 
uneasy contex t withi n whic h thi s debat e i s takin g place . Th e univer -
sity i s unquestionabl y unde r examinatio n b y thos e who , whil e per -
haps lackin g soun d judgment , hav e a  plentifu l suppl y o f politica l 
muscle an d publi c suppor t wit h whic h t o ac t o n thes e judgments . 
Axiomatic t o an y discussio n o f th e futur e o f highe r educatio n i s th e 
certainty tha t whethe r propelle d fro m withi n o r without , fundamen -
tal change s ar e goin g t o b e mad e t o th e enterpris e o f highe r educa -
tion—and soone r rathe r tha n later . Clearly , a  targe t fo r change , i f no t 
extinction, i s th e entir e multicultura l project , whic h i s threatene d b y 
economic exigencie s a s wel l a s ideologica l disapproval . O n th e on e 
hand, increasin g tuitio n rate s a t privat e an d publi c institution s an d 
decreasing availabilit y o f stat e an d federa l ai d ar e threatening t o pus h 
access t o a  colleg e educatio n ou t o f th e reac h o f low - an d eve n mid -
dle-income students . O n th e other , b y caricaturin g th e curricula r an d 
canonical revision s o f multiculturalism , conservativ e force s bot h o n 
and of f campu s ar e movin g th e universit y eve r close r t o it s earlie r 
mission o f teachin g th e dominan t clas s al l abou t itsel f an d it s sus -
taining ideology . Give n thi s context , i t i s importan t t o forese e an y 
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implications o f th e identity/credibilit y debat e tha t coul d b e use d a s 
canon fodde r b y thos e who m Bo b Levin e refer s t o a s "th e monocul -
tural polemicists. " I n closin g thi s introduction , I  woul d lik e t o iden -
tify thre e o f thos e possibl e implications . 

The firs t o f thes e involve s th e issu e o f essentialism . A  numbe r o f 
essays i n thi s volume addres s th e identity-base d challenge s t o facult y 
credibility b y complicatin g th e concep t o f identity , demonstratin g 
convincingly tha t identit y consist s o f uncountabl e characteristics , no t 
simply phenomenologica l markers . Th e poin t i s indisputable , ye t w e 
should b e wary o f the directio n i n which i t might ultimatel y be taken . 
If identity i s finally vastl y mor e complicate d tha n one' s rac e o r sexua l 
preference o r gender , the n thos e ver y marker s tha t hav e commande d 
for underrepresente d group s th e attentio n an d suppor t o f th e moder n 
university coul d b e deeme d irrelevant . Th e gain s tha t hav e bee n 
achieved throug h th e multiculturalis t projec t depen d o n a  broadl y 
generalized definitio n o f identity , whic h mus t a t som e leve l b e per -
petuated i f thes e gain s ar e t o continue . W e canno t affor d t o prob -
lematize identit y ou t o f existenc e unti l thes e gain s includ e a  com -
pletely equitabl e society . 

A secon d concer n bot h implie d an d state d withi n thi s volum e i s 
the questio n o f professiona l expertise . Minorit y studie s (whic h in -
clude, fo r example , women's studies , African America n studies , post -
colonial studies , lesbigay studies , etc.) ar e comparativel y youn g inter -
disciplinary fields—indeed , younge r tha n man y universit y faculty . 
When w e ad d t o thi s tha t graduat e program s i n the m ar e fe w an d fa r 
between, w e begi n t o understan d wh y s o man y facult y gravitat e to -
ward thes e field s afte r thei r forma l trainin g i s completed . I n orde r fo r 
these department s t o be accorde d th e institutiona l suppor t necessar y 
to thei r surviva l an d growth , the y mus t operat e wit h th e sam e intel -
lectual rigo r commo n i n mor e traditiona l departments . Ther e ar e 
many, man y reason s wh y a  whit e schola r shoul d becom e intereste d 
in Africa n America n studies , fo r example , bu t non e o f thos e reason s 
constitutes a  qualification . Thes e field s hav e develope d th e reputatio n 
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of "anybody-can-pla y pick-u p game[s], " t o us e An n duCille' s rathe r 
chilling phrase, 5 whic h wil l hav e th e effec t o f underminin g th e field s 
themselves a s wel l a s all  the facult y wh o teac h them—bot h qualifie d 
and unqualified . I f credibilit y i s th e issu e here , the n w e mus t under -
stand tha t whateve r els e i t ma y signify , credibilit y alway s assume s 
doing you r homework , howeve r variousl y tha t homewor k ma y b e 
defined fro m specializatio n t o specialization . 

A fina l concer n i s th e absenc e o f essay s tha t emphaticall y defen d 
an identity-base d definitio n o f credibility . Th e "cal l fo r papers " solic -
iting submission s invite d essay s representin g bot h side s o f th e de -
bate. Havin g ha d m y ow n credibilit y challenge d a t a  majo r confer -
ence, I  wa s wel l awar e tha t ther e ar e man y voice s i n th e academ y 
capable o f voicin g compellin g argument s i n suppor t o f "teachin g 
what yo u are. " Surprisingl y (a t leas t t o me) , whil e thi s volum e re -
ceived a  flood o f submissions , ver y fe w o f the m advance d suc h argu -
ments. Those who ar e particularly defensiv e abou t havin g thei r credi -
bility impugne d migh t us e thi s fac t a s a n indicatio n that , finally , 
when th e chip s ar e down , ther e i s no reasoned , defensibl e suppor t o f 
a positio n tha t i s ofte n expresse d spontaneousl y an d emotionall y (a s 
in my conferenc e experience) , o r naively by undergraduate s wh o lac k 
the intellectua l sophisticatio n t o se e it s ful l implications . Bu t I  woul d 
raise a  mor e troublin g possibility , whic h i s tha t th e argument s ar e 
there, bu t thos e faculty , man y o f who m ar e member s o f minorit y 
groups an d hol d junior , untenure d positions , do no t fee l saf e publicl y 
advancing wha t ar e unquestionabl y unpopula r views . When , i n re -
sponse t o m y experienc e a t th e women' s studie s conference , I  wrot e 
a piec e fo r th e Chronicle  of  Higher  Education 6 tha t calle d fo r greate r 
understanding an d sensitivit y o n th e par t o f whit e scholar s workin g 
in Africa n America n studies , th e response s (whic h wer e numerous ) 
were bot h surprisin g an d disturbing . The y wer e evenl y divide d be -
tween thos e wh o disagree d wit h m y conciliator y stanc e (som e quit e 
vigorously) an d thos e wh o supporte d m y attemp t t o understan d th e 
position o f m y challengers . Thos e i n th e forme r cam p wer e almos t 
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exclusively whi te , thos e i n th e latter , Africa n American . Mos t inter -

esting (an d troubling) , th e d isagreement s too k th e for m o f publ i she d 

letters t o th e Chronicle;  th e agreement s (an d ther e wer e m a n y ove r a 

per iod o f si x week s o r so ) wer e communica te d t o m e privatel y b y 

te lephone an d letter . On e hope s tha t thi s strikin g segregat io n o f re -

sponse i s no t evidenc e o f h o w effectivel y a  stil l hierarchica l academi c 

system ca n silenc e minor i t y v iews , o f h o w impoten t identi t y politic s 

finally are . 
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In Teaching  to  Transgress  (1994) , bel l hook s trie s t o stak e ou t som e 

midd le g r o u n d o n th e issu e o f whe the r o r no t a  teacher ' s identi t y 

ideally ough t t o correspon d t o th e " ident i ty " o f a  give n subjec t o r 

text. Sh e wri tes , 

Though oppose d t o any essentialis t practice tha t construct s identit y i n a 
monolithic, exclusionar y way , I  do no t wan t t o relinquish th e powe r o f 
experience a s a  standpoin t o n whic h t o bas e analysi s o r formulat e 
theory. Fo r example , I  a m disturbe d whe n al l th e course s o n blac k 
history o r literatur e a t som e college s an d universitie s ar e taugh t solel y 
by whit e people , no t becaus e I  thin k tha t the y canno t kno w thes e 
realities bu t tha t the y kno w the m differently . Truthfully , i f I  had bee n 
given th e opportunit y t o stud y Africa n America n critica l though t fro m 
a progressiv e blac k professo r instea d o f th e progressiv e whit e woma n 
with who m I  studie d a s a  first-yea r student , I  woul d hav e chose n th e 
black person . Althoug h I  learne d a  grea t dea l fro m thi s whit e woma n 
professor, I  sincerel y believ e tha t I  woul d hav e learne d eve n mor e 
from a  progressive blac k professor , becaus e thi s individua l woul d hav e 
brought t o th e clas s tha t uniqu e mixtur e o f experientia l an d analytica l 
ways o f knowing—tha t is , a  privilege d standpoint . I t canno t b e ac -
quired throug h book s o r eve n distance d observatio n an d stud y o f a 
particular reality . T o m e thi s privilege d standpoin t doe s no t emerg e 
from th e "authorit y o f experience " but rathe r fro m th e passio n o f expe -
rience, the passion o f remembrance. 1 

23 
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I have quote d thi s passag e a t lengt h becaus e hook s i s very carefu l 
here t o explai n he r position : sh e acknowledge s tha t whit e professor s 
can successfully teac h black history o r literature i f they d o thei r home -
work (throug h books, observation, study) , but sh e also asserts tha t th e 
ideal situatio n i s for blac k professor s t o teach black histor y an d litera -
ture t o black students . I  think mos t o f us would agre e with hook s tha t 
the position o f white scholars and black scholars regarding thi s subjec t 
matter i s necessarily different : mos t black scholar s probably d o have a 
kind o f engagement , a  persona l passio n fo r th e subjec t matte r tha t 
would giv e them th e "privilege d standpoint " tha t hooks speak s of . 

Looking mor e closel y a t hooks' s wordin g here , though, I  think i t i s 
important t o note som e significan t qualification s i n he r remarks . Firs t 
of all , she describe s the idea l teache r a s " a progressive  black professor " 
(emphasis added) , subtl y recognizin g tha t racia l identit y doe s no t 
ensure tha t a n individua l blac k professo r wil l b e politicall y progres -
sive.2 Th e questio n migh t arise , then , o f ho w t o judg e betwee n a 
conservative blac k professo r an d a  progressiv e whit e professor : wh o 
would b e th e idea l teache r i n thi s pairing ? Also , hooks' s argumen t 
hinges o n wh o woul d b e th e idea l teache r fo r blac k students , suc h a s 
herself, whic h raise s relate d questions : i f al l o r mos t o f th e student s 
are white , i s th e idea l teache r stil l someon e wh o i s black ? O r wha t 
should be the case if the students an d teache r ar e black but th e subjec t 
matter i s literatur e writte n b y whites ? Furthermore , hooks' s remark s 
assume tha t i n most universitie s ther e i s only one person wh o special -
izes i n blac k literatur e o r history , whic h mean s tha t th e identit y an d 
engagement o f th e professo r teachin g th e subjec t matte r becom e eve n 
more crucial . But a n even mor e idea l situation , to my min d a t least , i s 
a universit y settin g tha t allow s fo r mor e tha n on e professo r t o b e 
invested i n black literatur e o r history s o that white an d black student s 
could b e expose d t o analyse s o f rac e (gender , class , an d s o on ) fro m 
more tha n on e perspective , s o tha t rac e doe s no t com e t o b e see n a s 
the responsibility o f blacks alone . 

The separatism tha t seem s inevitabl y inheren t i n the argument s fo r 
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identity politic s trouble s me . Whil e I  agre e wit h hook s tha t ever y 
university ough t t o hav e blac k facult y member s wh o wor k o n blac k 
sociology, history , literature , an d s o forth , an d I  remai n adamantl y 
committed t o th e nee d fo r institutiona l safeguard s concernin g th e 
hiring, retention, an d promotio n o f minorit y faculty, 3 I  am als o suspi -
cious o f recen t policing strategie s designe d t o discourage whit e schol -
ars fro m teachin g o r publishin g o n Africa n America n literature. 4 Th e 
concern o f black feminists regardin g th e co-optation o f black women' s 
literature i s understandabl e an d necessary , hook s argue s fo r workin g 
toward a  spac e o f sisterhoo d betwee n whit e an d blac k women , whil e 
also noting that "[i] t seems at times as though white feminists workin g 
in th e academ y hav e appropriate d discussion s o f rac e an d racism/ ' 
Specifically, hook s find s objectionabl e th e fac t tha t a  focu s o n rac e 
almost alway s means a  focus o n blackness  and no t a  focus o n whiteness: 

Curiously, mos t whit e wome n writin g feminis t theor y tha t look s a t 
"difference" an d "diversity " do not make white women's lives , works, 
and experiences the subject o f thei r analysi s of "race, " but rathe r focu s 
on blac k wome n o r wome n o f color . Whit e wome n wh o hav e ye t t o 
get a  critica l handle o n th e meaning o f "whiteness " in thei r lives , the 
representation o f whitenes s i n thei r literatur e o r th e whit e supremac y 
that shape s thei r socia l statu s ar e no w explicatin g blacknes s withou t 
critically questionin g whethe r thei r work emerge s from a n aware anti -
racist standpoint. Drawing on the work of black women, work that they 
once dismisse d a s irrelevant , they  no w reproduc e th e servant-serve d 
paradigms in their scholarship.5 

It i s n o smal l iron y tha t th e intensiv e interes t o f whit e feminist s 
such a s mysel f i n issue s o f rac e an d racis m wa s sparke d b y th e brav e 
black feminist s o f th e 1970 s and 1980 s who spok e ou t abou t racis m i n 
the women' s movement , wh o mad e u s awar e o f ho w muc h i t wa s a 
white middle-clas s women' s movement . Becaus e o f th e importan t 
1982 collection o n black women' s studie s edite d b y Glori a Hull , Patri -
cia Bell-Scott , an d Barbar a Smith , a s wel l a s th e wor k o f writer s lik e 
Audre Lorde and Alice Walker, to name just two, white feminists wer e 
forced t o do some searing soul-searching. 6 One bittersweet measur e of 
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the succes s o f thes e blac k feminist s i s th e situatio n w e hav e toda y i n 
the 1990s , where black feminis t scholar s fee l uneasy abou t the numbe r 
of whit e wome n focusin g o n Africa n America n literature . I  wan t t o 
underscore hooks' s judicious stance on this issue: even as she suggest s 
that white women ough t to focus o n the meanings o f whiteness, hooks 
also see s th e potentia l fo r whit e wome n t o produc e wor k "fro m a n 
aware antiracis t standpoint." 7 

Extremely significan t scholarshi p tha t crosse s identit y line s i s al -
ready bein g produced . On e o f th e mos t profoun d analyse s o f white -
ness i n literature , fo r instance , i s Ton i Morrison' s Playing  in  the  Dark: 

Whiteness and  the  Literary  Imagination. 8 Morriso n break s th e mol d fo r 
previous analyse s o f blac k character s i n literar y text s authore d b y 
whites: rathe r tha n seein g blac k character s a s mer e decoratio n o r 
offensive stereotyp e i n suc h texts , Morrison argue s tha t thes e charac -
ters reflec t significan t anxieties , desires , an d dilemma s tha t whit e 
American cultur e canno t articulat e directly . Wha t I  fin d inspirin g 
about Morrison' s boo k i s tha t sh e avoid s racia l separatism : first , b y 
being a  black woman writing abou t whiteness, and second , by arguin g 
that issue s o f blac k an d whit e America n identit y ar e inextricabl y 
intertwined. A t th e sam e time , Morrison' s approac h doe s no t allo w 
white American s wh o displac e thei r ow n anxietie s ont o Africa n 
Americans of f th e hook . Playing  in  the  Dark is an exemplar y mode l o f 
scholarship tha t articulate s a  painfu l relationshi p i n suc h a  wa y tha t 
racial divides ca n be crossed . 

Another wor k tha t has been particularly influentia l i s Gloria Anzal -
dua's Borderlands/La  Frontera:  The  New  Mestiza.  Examinin g he r ow n 
identity i n thi s mixed-genr e tex t (encompassin g autobiography , the -
ory, essays , an d poems) , Anzaldu a realize s sh e mus t creat e a  ne w 
model fo r herself , a  mode l tha t ca n allo w al l her multipl e allegiance s 
to come to voice: being Chicana i n an Anglo-controlled country ; bein g 
feminist i n a  male-dominate d world ; bein g lesbia n i n a  homophobi c 
society; being a  poet i n a n econom y tha t devalue s suc h labor ; being a 
Spanish, Spanglish , Tex-Me x speake r i n a n English-firs t culture ; an d 
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so on . I n articulatin g thes e identities , Anzaldiia' s tex t powerfull y re -
quires reader s t o mov e beyon d fixed , simplisti c concept s o f identit y 
politics. Furthermore , althoug h Anzaldu a acknowledge s th e incredi -
ble traumas o f being marginalized i n these various ways , she ends u p 
turning thi s situatio n int o a n empowerin g positio n i n he r concept s o f 
la mestiza an d th e borderlands. Sh e describe s an d enact s thi s situatio n 
of being a t the crossroad s o f various identitie s an d culture s i n a  poe m 
called "T o liv e i n th e Borderland s mean s you, " wher e th e titl e lead s 
directly int o the firs t lines : 

are neithe r hispana  India  negra  espanola  ni  gabacha,  eves mestiza, 
mulata, 

half-breed caugh t i n the crossfire betwee n camps while carryin g 
all five races 

on your back not knowing which side to turn to, run from. 9 

A poe m a  fe w page s late r develop s th e positiv e aspect s o f thi s 
ambiguous multiplicity . Addresse d t o he r niece , Miss y Anzaldua , 
"Don't Giv e i n Chicanita"  i s a  poe m o f encouragement , whic h end s 
with a  look a t the future fo r mestizas: 

Perhaps we'll be dying of hunger as usual 
but we'll be members of a new species 
skin tone between black and bronze 
second eyelid under the first 
with th e powe r t o look a t th e su n throug h nake d 

eyes. 
And alive m'ijita, very much alive. 

Yes, in a few years or centuries 
la Raza will rise up, tongue intact 
carrying the best of all the cultures.10 

But i n Anzaldua' s view , i t i s no t onl y Chicano s o r wome n o f colo r 
who wil l be able to evolve into this new species . Elsewhere sh e argue s 
that "[l]umpin g th e male s wh o deviat e fro m th e genera l nor m wit h 
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man, th e oppressor , i s a  gros s injustice, " an d sh e assert s tha t "w e 
[people o f color ] nee d t o allo w white s t o be ou r allies." 11 Using text s 
such a s Anzaldua' s a s a  guide , progressiv e peopl e ca n lear n t o buil d 
bridges acros s racial—and other—divides . 

Learning t o buil d bridge s i s th e principl e tha t ha s guide d m y 
approach t o teachin g America n literatur e fro m a  multicultura l stand -
point. I  teach America n literatur e a t a  stat e universit y i n th e Midwes t 
whose studen t bod y i s predominantly whit e an d generall y conserva -
tive. W e offe r course s i n Africa n America n literatur e specifically , a s 
well a s more genera l course s i n America n literature . On e o f m y goal s 
for teachin g America n literatur e t o undergraduate s ha s bee n t o giv e 
them th e sens e tha t America n literatur e ha s been an d continue s t o b e 
written b y a  fascinatin g rang e o f author s (fo r example , I  alway s in -
clude Africa n America n an d Nativ e America n literatur e i n the typica l 
undergraduate America n literatur e surve y course , and I  also attend t o 
considerations o f gender , class , and sexua l difference). 12 Sometime s I 
have a  clas s compose d o f undergraduate s wh o ar e afrai d tha t the y 
will know nothing abou t th e "canon " i f they take my course , so on th e 
first da y I  poin t ou t th e variou s "great " author s o n th e syllabu s an d 
then "sell " student s o n th e fac t tha t i n m y sectio n the y wil l als o rea d 
some remarkabl e text s tha t scholar s hav e recentl y (re)discovered . B y 
presenting th e syllabu s i n thi s way , I  introduce th e ide a o f fluid  an d 
shifting definition s o f "American " an d "literature. " Thi s i s strategic , 
because I  conside r th e representatio n o f America n literatur e o n m y 
syllabus t o be on e significan t wa y I  can influenc e m y students ' idea s 
of wha t a n America n i s an d wha t kin d o f countr y Americ a migh t be . 
As Mario T. Garcia has written, "W e have always possessed a  multira -
cial, multiethnic , an d multicultura l society, " an d I  tr y t o enabl e m y 
students t o recognize thi s alternativ e visio n o f America. 13 Moreover , I 
hope tha t m y syllabu s an d clas s wil l challeng e m y students ' ofte n 
narrow vision s o f normativit y alon g th e line s tha t Africa n America n 
historian Els a Barkley Brown has described : 

28 
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How d o ou r student s overcom e year s o f notion s o f wha t i s normative ? 
While tryin g t o think abou t thes e issue s i n m y teaching , I  have com e t o 
understand tha t thi s i s no t merel y a n intellectua l process . I t i s no t 
merely a  questio n o f whethe r o r no t w e hav e learne d t o analyz e i n 
particular kind s o f ways , o r whethe r peopl e ar e abl e t o intellectualiz e 
about a  variety o f experiences . I t i s als o abou t comin g t o believe i n th e 
possibility o f a  variety o f experiences , a  variety o f way s o f understand -
ing th e world , a  variet y o f framework s o f operation , withou t imposin g 
consciously o r unconsciously a  notion o f the norm. Wha t I  have trie d t o 
do i n m y ow n teachin g i s t o addres s bot h th e consciou s level , throug h 
the material , an d th e unconsciou s level , throug h th e ver y structur e o f 
the course , thus , perhaps , allowin g m y students , i n Bettin a Apthekar' s 
words, to "pivo t th e center/ ' t o center i n another experience. 14 

Trying t o teac h th e literatur e o f a  multicultura l Americ a place s m e 
in th e problemati c positio n o f speakin g abou t experience s I  have no t 
had: I  speak abou t Native America , for instance , when I  teach Zitkala -
Sa's autobiographica l essays , and I  speak abou t black America whe n I 
teach Langsto n Hughes . I  als o spea k abou t whit e Americ a whe n I 
teach As  I  Lay  Dying,  an d I  spea k abou t lesbian s whe n I  teac h Adri -
enne Rich' s poetry . I n th e debate s abou t wh o i s entitle d t o publis h 
articles about and teach African America n literature I  have been struc k 
by th e fac t tha t thes e identity-centere d argument s hav e no t bee n ap -
plied mor e broadl y t o al l texts . Why doe s n o on e questio n m y abilit y 
to teac h Faulkner , eve n thoug h I  have neve r bee n t o Mississipp i an d 
am certainl y no t a  whit e male ? Shoul d I  b e allowe d t o teac h an y 
literary tex t tha t doe s no t reflec t m y ow n (white/feminist/middle -
class/heterosexual) backgroun d an d experience ? Wha t a n impossibl e 
situation w e woul d wor k ourselve s int o i f w e too k th e identit y argu -
ment t o its logical conclusion . 

And ye t I  d o no t wan t t o dismis s th e proble m o f speakin g abou t 
and speakin g for . Althoug h mos t progressiv e whit e feminist s woul d 
claim to speak about  rather tha n fo r experience s o f people o f color tha t 
we hav e no t had , I  a m skeptica l abou t th e usefulnes s o f thi s distinc -
tion. In some part, the distinction offer s u s a  palliative, becomes a  sig n 



30 N A N C Y J . P E T E R S O N 

that w e hav e interrogate d ou r ow n privileg e an d hav e no w arrive d 
at a  nonimperialis t positio n regardin g suc h material . Bu t feminis t 
philosopher Lind a Alcof f compellingl y deconstruct s thi s distinction , 
arguing tha t 

when on e is speaking fo r other s one may be describing thei r situatio n 
and thu s als o speakin g abou t them . I n fact , i t ma y b e impossibl e t o 
speak fo r other s withou t simultaneousl y conferrin g informatio n abou t 
them. Similarly, when one is speaking about others, or simply trying to 
describe thei r situatio n o r some aspect o f it , one may also be speakin g 
in place of them, that is, speaking for them. One may be speaking about 
others a s a n advocat e o r a  messenger i f th e person s canno t spea k fo r 
themselves. Thus I  would maintai n tha t i f the practice o f speakin g fo r 
others i s problematic , s o to o mus t b e th e practic e o f speakin g abou t 
others, since it is difficult t o distinguish speakin g abou t from speakin g 
for in all cases.15 

Alcoff's analysi s move s u s t o a  positio n wher e w e mus t acknowl -
edge tha t eve n speakin g abou t experience s w e hav e no t ha d i s a 
potentially dangerou s situatio n fraught wit h the possibility of commit -
ting wha t Alcof f term s "discursiv e imperialism " o r "discursiv e vio -
lence." In the face o f thes e dangers , progressive whit e feminist s migh t 
decide tha t silenc e i s th e onl y ethica l stanc e t o take . Bu t eve n a s sh e 
underscores the necessity o f considering thi s option, Alcoff call s it into 
question: th e retrea t int o silence , firs t o f all , "significantl y undercut s 
the possibility o f political effectivity" becaus e i t "allows th e continue d 
dominance o f curren t discourse s an d act s b y omissio n t o reinforc e 
their dominance." 16 Furthermore , Alcof f point s ou t tha t a  retrea t int o 
silence ma y b e a  kin d o f cop-out , "motivate d b y a  desir e t o fin d a 
method o r practice immun e fro m criticism " o r motivated b y " a desir e 
for persona l mastery , t o establis h a  privilege d discursiv e positio n 
wherein on e canno t b e undermine d o r challenge d an d thu s i s maste r 
of the situation." 17 Clearly , then, silence as a strategy i s not necessaril y 
politically efficaciou s o r morally defensible . 

Alcoff goe s on to propose a  double strategy to address the problem s 
of speakin g for/abou t an d no t speakin g a t all . Influenced b y Gayatr i 
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Spivak's wor k o n th e subaltern , Alcof f advocate s firs t o f al l tha t w e 
"strive to create wherever possibl e the conditions for dialogu e an d th e 
practice o f speakin g wit h an d t o rathe r tha n speakin g fo r others/ ' 1 8 

Following suc h a  principle, as I  see it , might entai l reshaping teachin g 
assignments s o tha t classe s i n race , gender , an d sexualit y coul d b e 
team-taught b y professor s o f differen t positionality . O r i t might mea n 
following hooks' s exampl e o f enactin g a n ethi c o f dialogu e i n conver -
sational essays ; sh e crosse s difference s an d build s bridge s betwee n 
them i n he r dialogue s wit h Corne l West , Mar y Childers , an d Ro n 
Scapp.19 Th e possibilitie s o f speakin g wit h an d t o hav e a s ye t bee n 
undeveloped, s o Alcof f pragmaticall y addresse s way s t o lesse n th e 
dangers o f speaking for : first , "th e impetu s t o speak mus t be carefull y 
analyzed and , i n man y case s (certainl y fo r academics!) , fough t 
against."20 Alcoff' s poin t her e i s no t t o advocat e a  retrea t int o th e 
silence tha t sh e deconstructs earlie r i n her essay , but t o allow th e tim e 
and spac e for a  critical interrogation o f our location , the context o f ou r 
speaking, ou r opennes s t o constructiv e criticism . Th e mos t significan t 
thing t o consider , however , i s th e effect s o f speakin g for : "wil l i t 
enable th e empowermen t o f oppresse d peoples? " i s th e questio n Al -
coff formulates. 21 Althoug h syntacticall y simple , thi s questio n intro -
duces a  complex framework b y which progressive white feminists ca n 
consider seriousl y whe n ou r desir e to speak fo r les s privileged peopl e 
might be appropriat e an d politicall y effective . 

Part o f m y investmen t i n teachin g wha t I  a m no t i s t o motivat e 
students t o b e intereste d i n th e man y part s o f Americ a tha t ma y no t 
have an y direc t relatio n t o thei r ow n lives . On e o f th e reason s I 
continue t o b e passionatel y engage d i n teachin g America n literatur e 
is that books allo w u s acces s t o aspect s o f experienc e an d histor y tha t 
might otherwis e b e unavailabl e t o us . I n m y America n literatur e 
classes, I  tr y t o us e th e text s t o engag e student s wit h conflictin g an d 
competing idea s o f Americannes s an d t o envisio n a n Americ a i n 
which i t is possible t o dialogue acros s differences . I  have to admit tha t 
I canno t answe r Alcoff' s challengin g questio n wit h a  resoundin g ye s 
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concerning m y America n literatur e courses , but I  would clai m tha t i f 
my course s hel p explod e m y students ' concept s o f normativity , the n 
they migh t creat e th e condition s unde r whic h student s coul d begin t o 
see themselves a s willing to engage in practices that would undermin e 
systems o f inequality an d privilege. 22 

I have found i n my ow n classroom, in fact, tha t i t is sometimes ver y 
productive fo r m e no t t o b e th e sam e identit y a s a  give n text . I 
teach Adrienne Rich' s work i n both America n literatur e an d women' s 
literature classes . Th e America n literatur e undergraduat e surve y at -
tracts mostly white , middle-class student s fro m a  wide rang e o f back -
grounds; man y o f the m ar e disconcerte d b y clas s discussion s tha t 
veer fro m analyzin g technique , characte r development , pattern s o f 
imagery, foreshadowing , an d s o on . Introducing a  productive discus -
sion o f lesbianis m int o suc h a  contex t ca n be risky . I  have foun d tha t 
students have even a  great dea l of difficulty sayin g the word "lesbian " 
in our discussion s of Rich—often usin g the less-forbidden ter m "femi -
nist" instead . A s I  do whe n I  teach America n India n text s o r Africa n 
American literature , I  hav e trie d t o b e self-consciou s regardin g m y 
own differenc e i n positionality whe n I  prepare t o teach Rich . In fact , I 
used t o focus o n trying to foresee th e ways my heterosexuality inevita -
bly distorte d Rich' s idea s an d words . I  don' t dwel l solel y o n m y 
negative qualification s anymore , though , becaus e o f a  fortuitou s acci -
dent. I  taught Rich' s work on e semeste r whe n I  was i n the las t trimes -
ter o f pregnancy ; fo r th e firs t time , more tha n hal f m y clas s a t the en d 
of th e semeste r pointe d t o Ric h a s th e on e autho r wh o shoul d defi -
nitely remai n o n th e syllabus , an d almos t al l th e student s coul d a t 
least write—i f no t speak—th e wor d "lesbian " b y th e en d o f th e 
semester. A s I  hav e sinc e analyze d thi s situation , I  hav e conclude d 
that m y visibl e pregnanc y signifie d t o m y undergraduate s tha t I  wa s 
not a  lesbian; maybe even some of them typed m e as a "family values " 
kind o f perso n jus t lik e "normal " Americans. 23 O n th e on e hand , 
someone migh t argu e tha t I  inevitably neutralize d th e subjec t matte r 
by bein g heterosexual , tha t i n orde r t o teac h suc h a  radica l challeng e 
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to what Rich calls "compulsory heterosexuality, " I  too must be outsid e 
the system o f heterosexuality. O n th e othe r hand , because I  was teach -
ing materia l tha t th e student s di d no t identif y m e with , I  was abl e t o 
model fo r the m wha t al l o f us—no t jus t lesbians—migh t lear n fro m 
reading Ric h an d he r critica l view s o f heterosexism . They , I  hope , 
began th e wor k o f confrontin g thei r ow n homophobi a b y firs t 
allowing tha t "normal " people suc h a s myself resis t it . 

By taking thi s position , I  am no t suggestin g i n an y wa y tha t I  ca n 
teach lesbia n an d ga y literatur e bette r tha n o r fro m th e sam e poin t o f 
engaged experienc e a s a  lesbian o r ga y scholar ; what I  am claimin g i s 
the possibilit y o f joining  i n th e struggl e agains t heterosexism . I  fin d 
Rich's widel y debate d ide a o f th e "lesbia n continuum/ ' introduce d 
in he r influentia l essa y "Compulsor y Heterosexualit y an d Lesbia n 
Existence" (1980) , helpfu l i n makin g a  spac e fo r suc h a n alliance . I n 
this essay , Rich distinguishes betwee n "lesbia n existence"—identifie d 
with wome n wh o desir e "genita l sexua l experienc e wit h anothe r 
woman"—and th e "lesbia n continuum"—whic h include s " a rang e 
. . . o f woman-identifie d experience. " Ric h eloquentl y explain s wh y 
she insists on such a  broad view : b y 

embrac[ing] many more forms of primary intensity between and among 
women, including th e sharing o f a  rich inner life , the bonding agains t 
male tyranny, the giving and receiving of practical and political support 
. . . we begin to grasp breadths of female history and psychology which 
have lai n ou t o f reac h a s a  consequenc e o f limited , mostl y clinical , 
definitions o f lesbianism.24 

Rather tha n totall y conflating lesbian s and feminist s o r totally sepa -
rating them , Ric h establishe s a  middle groun d o n whic h lesbian s an d 
feminists joi n togethe r i n a  commo n struggle . Her s i s a  mode l tha t 
does no t eras e differenc e bu t als o doe s no t allo w differenc e t o b e 
unbridgeable.25 

In th e classroom , w e hav e t o wor k diligentl y t o creat e thos e brid -
ges—not onl y betwee n ou r ow n positionalit y an d th e tex t a t hand , 
but als o betwee n th e divers e kind s o f student s w e hav e i n class . 
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Recently I  taugh t a  semester-lon g clas s o n Ton i Morriso n t o upper -
level undergraduates . Fiv e ou t o f th e thirty-fiv e student s i n th e class -
room were black women; the remaining student s were white , a major -
ity o f the m women . Fo r mos t o f th e whit e undergraduates , thi s wa s 
perhaps th e mos t raciall y mixe d classroo m the y ha d eve r bee n i n a t 
my institution ; the y wer e uncomfortabl e a t firs t eve n bringin g u p 
issues o f rac e an d racism—no t becaus e the y weren' t awar e o f them , 
but because they didn' t hav e the language (o r perhaps th e courage) t o 
discuss th e issues . The firs t fe w week s o f the semeste r wer e to o silent ; 
the whit e student s i n particula r wante d m e t o b e th e authorit y an d 
initiate the discussion o f the tough issues . I gently refused t o be put i n 
the positio n o f speakin g fo r the m an d instea d bega n a  discussio n o f 
our clas s dynamics. This discussion was halting a t first, but eventuall y 
led t o a  mostl y productiv e classroom . I  als o foun d tha t I  ha d t o 
assume a  ver y comple x rol e i n thi s class : I  ha d t o tr y t o discer n 
instantaneously whe n t o speak u p fro m a n ethica l oppositiona l stanc e 
and whe n t o le t th e discussio n pla y ou t amon g students . I  intuitivel y 
adopted wha t Chel a Sandova l ha s describe d a s "tactica l subjectivity/ 7 

the abilit y "t o choos e tactica l position s . . . t o self-consciousl y brea k 
and refor m tie s t o ideology , activitie s whic h ar e imperativ e fo r th e 
psychological an d politica l practice s tha t permi t th e achievemen t o f 
coalition across differences." 26 I n other words, I had t o adopt differen t 
subjectivities base d o n th e differin g need s o f m y students : th e blac k 
students certainl y didn' t nee d m e t o mak e the m mor e awar e o f rac e 
and racism ; instead , I  tried t o mak e space s fo r the m t o amplif y Mor -
rison's novel s wit h thei r ow n experience s o r t o tak e issu e wit h Mor -
rison's idea s an d m y interpretation s o f blackness. The white students , 
however, neede d m e t o sho w the m ho w i t wa s possibl e t o spea k 
about their/ou r area s o f ignoranc e concernin g text s tha t presente d 
unfamiliar experiences . I  foun d Morrison' s novel s t o b e especiall y 
useful i n challengin g bot h blac k student s an d whites , fo r the y ar e 
directed s o explicitly t o a  black audienc e an d centere d s o earnestly i n 
the black community tha t white reader s ar e powerfully immerse d i n a 

34 
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worldview tha t contradict s man y o f th e assumption s the y tak e fo r 
granted; an d ye t th e novel s als o presen t extreme s o f black experienc e 
(Sethe killin g he r bab y gir l rathe r tha n allowin g he r t o be returne d t o 
slavery, Ev a Peac e burnin g Plu m t o "save " him , Pilate' s birthin g 
herself s o tha t sh e ha s n o navel) , s o tha t m y blac k student s foun d 
some o f th e conten t unfamilia r an d challengin g too . B y usin g Mor -
rison's text s a s ou r commo n ground , I  tried t o avoi d creatin g a  class -
room wher e " a comfortabl e se t o f oppositions " coul d b e maintained , 
which Chandra Mohant y ha s described a s a  situation where people o f 
color ar e "th e centra l voices and th e bearers o f al l knowledge i n class " 
and whit e people ar e "'observers / wit h no responsibility t o contribut e 
and/or wit h nothing valuabl e t o contribute." 27 

I hav e n o doub t tha t i f bel l hook s ha d bee n th e teache r o f thi s 
class, man y o f m y students—blac k an d white—woul d hav e bee n 
immeasurably enriche d b y he r presence , wisdom , an d engagement . 
But I have als o come to recognize tha t ther e i s important wor k i n suc h 
a classroo m fo r whit e feminist s an d whit e progressiv e professor s t o 
perform too . White professor s wh o ar e willin g t o examin e an d ques -
tion thei r ow n standpoin t o f privilege d whitenes s (t o exten d hooks' s 
idea o f standpoint ) ca n help engag e whit e student s i n similar kind s o f 
critical analyse s a s wel l a s demonstrat e t o blac k student s tha t allie s 
can be foun d t o fight th e wa r agains t racism . Again , I  do no t mea n t o 
suggest tha t whit e feminist s exclusivel y ough t t o b e teachin g Ton i 
Morrison; neithe r d o I  thin k tha t blac k facult y exclusivel y ough t t o 
teach her works . We need t o be able to engage th e issues of race, class, 
gender, an d cultura l differenc e fro m a  variet y o f perspectives ; w e 
need t o allow fo r multipl e strategie s o f resistance to oppression. Thos e 
of u s wh o fin d ourselve s "teachin g t o transgress, " t o quot e hooks' s 
provocative title , need t o forge alliance s wit h on e anothe r eve n a s ou r 
individual positionalitie s an d transgressiv e strategie s ma y differ . 

This belie f i n multipl e way s o f engagemen t an d resistanc e ha s 
transformed m y pedagogy . Undergraduate s i n m y Morriso n clas s 
spent th e firs t hal f o f th e semeste r doin g various shor t writin g assign -
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merits requiring the m t o d o som e extracurricula r reading : on e assign -
ment aske d the m t o read , summarize , an d evaluat e a  scholarl y articl e 
on The  Bluest  Eye;  anothe r invite d the m t o adop t Morrison' s voic e 
explaining t o a n interviewe r som e way s i n whic h Ralp h Ellison' s The 

Invisible Man influence d on e o f her novels ; I also asked the m t o follo w 
a curren t new s stor y abou t rac e o r gende r an d relat e i t to some aspec t 
of Morriso n (a n especiall y timel y assignment , sinc e th e KK K hel d a 
public rall y i n ou r communit y tha t semeste r an d th e O . J . Simpso n 
case wa s constantl y i n th e news) ; anothe r assignmen t aske d student s 
to explore contextua l material—they chos e one text from a  list encom -
passing blac k women' s histor y (Paul a Giddings , Jacquelin e Jones) , 
philosophy (Corne l West), feminism (hooks , Patricia Hill-Collins) , an d 
so on , which the y read , summarized , an d evaluated , an d the n relate d 
to Morrison . Throug h thes e kind s o f assignments , I  trie d t o sho w 
white student s ho w t o b e responsibl e participant s b y doin g thei r 
homework (lik e I  do) s o the y coul d spea k fro m a n informe d perspec -
tive.28 

In addition , th e skill s thes e assignment s calle d for—clos e reading , 
critical thinking , makin g connections , pinpointin g issues—wer e im -
portant i n givin g al l student s a  ne w respec t fo r intellectua l activity , 
and I  hoped blac k student s i n particular woul d fee l empowere d i n a n 
American literatur e classroo m becaus e th e work o f ke y black intellec -
tuals was placed a t the center . Henry Girou x argue s tha t a  responsibl e 
and ethica l progressive pedagog y necessaril y involve s a  discussion o f 
the politic s o f representation : "cultura l workers " mus t wor k agains t 
"pedagogical practice s whic h suppor t a  voyeuristic receptio n o f text s 
by providin g student s wit h a  variet y o f critica l methodologie s an d 
approaches t o understan d ho w issue s regardin g audience , address , 
and receptio n configur e withi n cultura l circuit s o f powe r t o produc e 
particular subjec t position s an d secur e specifi c form s o f authority." 29 I 
tried to create the conditions for suc h recognition through the multipl e 
vantage point s offere d b y th e shor t papers . One effec t o f thes e assign -
ments wa s t o deconstruc t monolithi c concept s o f blackness , t o enabl e 
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students t o se e tha t w e wer e no t dealin g wit h racia l essence s bu t 
various, sometime s conflictin g idea s o f blackness . Th e assignmen t 
calling fo r the m t o analyz e th e representatio n o f black s i n a  curren t 
news story , a t th e ver y least , enable d man y o f the m t o comprehen d 
something abou t representationa l politics . 

During the second hal f o f the semester, my student s focused o n on e 
longer projec t o f thei r ow n design : the y coul d writ e a  traditiona l 
literary analysi s i f the y though t doin g s o woul d bes t ge t the m t o 
engage in the aestheti c and politica l issues we had discussed , but the y 
were als o allowe d t o propos e a  creativ e projec t tha t responde d i n 
some wa y t o th e issue s o f ou r course . I f the y chos e t o d o a  creativ e 
project, student s wer e aske d t o turn i n a  three- to four-page statemen t 
explaining what thei r project was , why the y chose to do this particula r 
project, an d ho w i t relate d t o th e work s w e ha d rea d durin g th e 
semester. Two-third s o f th e student s i n th e Morriso n clas s chos e t o 
work o n creative projects, and mos t tol d m e a t the end o f the semeste r 
that i t was the most meaningful , excitin g assignment the y had worke d 
on in their undergraduat e careers . 

Like Paul o Freire , I  wanted t o motivat e student s t o begi n t o relin -
quish their belief an d dependenc e o n the banking syste m of education , 
where th e professo r i s th e authorit y wh o deposit s knowledg e int o 
students. Instead , I  hope d tha t I  coul d ac t les s a s a n authorit y an d 
more a s what Kennet h Moster n call s " a critica l pedagogue" : 

someone wh o teache s fro m wher e th e studen t i s at , rathe r tha n fro m 
where the teacher i s at. This does not mean tha t the teacher denie s his 
or her pedagogical intentions or specific expertise , but merely that s/h e 
respects the myriad expertis e o f the students tha t s/he doe s not share . 
Second, the critical pedagogue works for socia l justice, and, living in a 
world o f injustice , no t onl y attempt s t o enac t chang e i n hi s o r he r 
classroom, bu t develop s th e strategie s an d confidenc e o f student s t o 
work for social change beyond the classroom.30 

The project s m y student s chos e embrace d a  wid e rang e o f ap -
proaches, an d outlinin g a  fe w o f the m will , I  hope , illustrat e th e 
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beneficial effect s o f suc h a  transformed pedagogy . On e (whit e female ) 
student, influence d b y Beloved,  researched slav e ship s an d slav e cap -
tains an d use d thi s informatio n t o creat e a  watercolo r renderin g o f 
African soul s escapin g th e tormen t o f th e shi p hold s an d flying  bac k 
to Africa . Anothe r (whit e male ) studen t wrot e a  shor t stor y base d o n 
a famil y conflic t abou t race , an d i n hi s statement , h e no t onl y gav e 
credit t o Morriso n fo r enablin g hi m t o analyz e th e dynamic s o f thi s 
situation, bu t als o self-consciousl y reflecte d o n th e meanin g o f hi s 
own privilege d whiteness . A  creativ e writin g majo r wrot e a  stor y 
trying ou t Morrison' s lyrica l pros e an d shar p ey e fo r contradictio n 
and disparity ; a  whit e male , h e foun d tha t a  blac k woma n write r 
offered hi m the most inspiring example o f the kind o f fiction he woul d 
like t o b e abl e t o write . A  (blac k female ) student , grippe d b y Sula, 

chose t o analyz e th e sometime s liberatory , sometime s threatenin g 
meanings attache d t o blac k women' s sexualit y i n Morrison , Corne l 
West, an d Spik e Lee . A  whit e woma n studyin g Englis h educatio n 
used he r projec t t o pla n a  syllabu s fo r teachin g image s o f race , class , 
and gende r i n work s b y Mar k Twain , Willia m Faulkner , an d Ton i 
Morrison, specificall y targete d fo r whit e rura l hig h schoo l students ; 
motivated b y two examples o f progressive white female teacher s fro m 
rural Indian a whos e contract s ha d bee n terminate d (implicitly ) fo r 
bringing "radical " text s int o th e classroom , sh e wa s carefu l t o desig n 
a syllabu s tha t graduall y offere d mor e significan t challenge s t o he r 
students' preconceptions . 

This las t projec t bring s u p a n importan t consideratio n tha t I  thin k 
has gon e unnotice d i n th e debate s abou t wh o i s entitle d t o teac h an d 
do scholarl y wor k o n particula r kind s o f texts : it may b e th e cas e tha t 
we ar e unfortunatel y abettin g conservativ e defender s o f th e tradi -
tional America n literatur e cano n (an d Wester n cultura l hegemony , 
more generally) by focusing to o concertedly o n identity politics . Whe n 
the cal l fo r blac k teacher s exclusivel y t o teac h blac k subjec t matter , 
American Indian s exclusivel y t o teac h America n India n texts , an d s o 
on coincide s wit h argument s agains t multiculturalis m a s "politica l 
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correctness/' th e stake s become almos t to o high fo r progressiv e whit e 
professors wh o wan t t o engag e i n suc h issues . I  a m no t suggestin g 
here tha t racis m eve n amon g progressiv e whit e professor s ough t t o 
go without criticism ; nor d o I  mean t o dismiss the criticisms o f a vapi d 
classroom (o r Bennetton ) multiculturalis m tha t allow s ou r student s t o 
"celebrate difference " withou t interrogatin g th e painfu l conflict s an d 
power inequitie s tha t atten d a  deepe r understandin g o f cultura l an d 
racial difference. 31 Wha t I  a m callin g fo r i s a n acknowledgmen t o f 
an importan t rol e progressiv e whit e scholar s ca n pla y i n redefinin g 
America s o that race, class, gender, and sexualit y become personalize d 
and politicize d fo r everyon e an d ar e no t alway s displace d "ove r 
there" onto "minorities. " 

Michele Wallace has similar thoughts o n this controversy. Althoug h 
she readily acknowledge s various problems with "curren t lef t cultura l 
and ar t worl d version s o f multiculturalism, " sh e als o believe s tha t 
"the lin k tha t multiculturalis m i s tryin g t o establis h betwee n dis -
courses o n feminism , sexua l preference , an d ethnicit y coul d b e mor e 
usefully viewe d a s a  pragmati c politica l coalition : th e cultura l lef t 
version o f Jess e Jackson' s Rainbo w Coalitio n agains t th e risin g tid e 
of th e conservativ e Right. " I n fact , Wallace , almos t anticipatin g th e 
controversy associate d wit h suc h a  position , goe s o n t o spel l ou t he r 
reasoning i n a  full paragraph : 

While multiculturalism' s inclinatio n towar d unrestricte d inclusivenes s 
as oppose d t o hierarchica l exclusivenes s doesn' t automaticall y lea d t o 
significant structura l change s i n existin g aestheti c an d critica l prioritie s 
and institutiona l discourse s o f power , i t coul d an d thu s fa r ha s offere d 
more opportunitie s fo r critica l discussio n outsid e th e dominan t dis -
course, an d dissen t an d debat e within , tha n it s presen t aestheti c an d 
critical alternatives. These alternatives I  see as 1 ) a "color-blind" cultura l 
homogeneity whic h originates in liberal humanist ideology ; 2) separatis t 
aesthetics an d politic s suc h a s "Afrocentrism" ; an d 3 ) racist/sexis t aes -
thetics, which rang e fro m th e cultura l fascis m o f a  Hilton Krame r i n th e 
New Criterio n to the gangs that attacked Yuse f Hawkin s i n Bensonhurs t 
and th e femal e jogge r i n Centra l Park . Thus , despit e m y reservation s 
about multiculturalism, I  have become a  reluctant supporte r o f it . At th e 
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same tim e i t i s crucial t o it s usefulness tha t w e view multiculturalis m 
not a s a n obdurat e an d unchangin g ideologica l position , bu t a s a n 
opportunity for ongoing critical debate.32 

I hope tha t we wil l take up thi s debate , learning t o begin a  dialogu e 
and wor k together . Fo r i f w e d o not , i f w e remai n distracte d o r i f w e 
keep silent , w e wil l los e ou r chanc e t o spea k ou t agains t critic s o f 
multiculturalism wh o tal k abou t " a cul t o f ethnicity " an d se e "th e 
melting pot " o f Americ a "giv[ing ] wa y t o th e Towe r o f Babel," 33 o r 
who unfairl y characteriz e multiculturalis m a s a n "ethni c separatism " 
that "foster s sensitivities , resentments , an d suspicions , settin g on e 
group agains t another." 34 Thes e ar e sentiment s tha t woul d prov e 
offensive no t only to many Africa n Americans , Native Americans , an d 
other minorities , bu t t o man y whit e American s a s well . W e mus t no t 
concede t o cultural conservative s th e discussion o f what a  real Ameri -
can i s o r wha t a n idea l Americ a is . Moreover , w e shoul d no t allo w 
our interna l debate s t o dra w ou r attentio n awa y fro m conservatives ' 
increasingly successfu l challenge s t o affirmativ e actio n policie s an d 
curricular revision s i n universitie s acros s th e nation. 35 Joa n W . Scot t 
has argue d tha t no w i s th e tim e fo r progressiv e universit y professor s 
to begi n "th e reconceptualizatio n o f communit y i n th e ag e o f diver -
sity."36 By joining together acros s race and othe r boundaries a s critica l 
pedagogues, by using divers e strategies t o accomplish simila r goal s i n 
our classrooms , we ca n help bring int o being a  multicultura l Americ a 
where critica l debate an d dialogu e thrive . 

NOTES 

I am grateful to Aparajita Sagar , Marcia Stephenson, and Patrick O'Donnel l 
for their comments on earlier versions of this essay. 

1. bel l hooks , Teaching  to  Transgress:  Education  as  the Practice of  Freedom 
(New York: Routledge, 1994), 90. 

2. Elsewher e hooks has argued agains t assumptions o f a monolithic black 
identity. See especially the essays "Postmodern Blackness" and "An Aesthetic 
of Blackness, " i n Yearning:  Race,  Gender,  and  Cultural Politics  (Boston : Sout h 
End Press, 1990). 
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3. Th e recen t decisio n o f th e Universit y o f Californi a Boar d o f Regent s t o 
dismantle affirmativ e actio n program s i s th e mos t visibl e attac k o n suc h 
safeguards an d i s extremel y disturbin g i n it s suggestio n tha t a  leve l playin g 
field exist s today i n America an d i n the American academy . 

4. I t has become a n unfortunat e occurrenc e a t som e literatur e conferences , 
most recentl y a t som e session s o f th e Ton i Morriso n conferenc e hel d i n Apri l 
1995 at Bellarmine College , that black feminist s leav e a  session whe n the y se e 
that whit e feminist s wil l b e talkin g abou t Africa n America n texts . Se e als o 
Katherine Mayberry' s colum n i n Chronicle  of  Higher  Education,  1 2 Oct . 1994 , 
A48, and Mali n La Von Walther's lette r in response (2 6 Oct. 1994 , B3). 

5. hooks , Teaching  to  Transgress,  103-4 . Hook s include s a  particularl y 
pointed commen t fro m on e black woma n o n thi s issue : "I t burns m e u p t o b e 
treated lik e shit by white women who are busy getting their academic recogni -
tion, promotions , mor e money , e t cetera , doin g 'great 7 wor k o n th e topi c o f 
race." 

6. Adrienn e Ric h wa s als o helpfu l i n pointin g ou t thi s issu e t o whit e 
feminists; a s sh e collecte d he r essay s int o volumes , sh e adde d note s an d 
prefaces a t time s questionin g he r forme r position s an d bringin g attentio n t o 
the developin g awarenes s o f he r ow n clas s an d racia l privilege . See , fo r 
example, he r 197 8 essa y "Disloya l t o Civilization : Feminism , Racism , Gyne -
phobia," i n On  Lies,  Secrets,  and Silence:  Selected Prose 1966-1978  (Ne w York : 
Norton, 1979) , 275-310 . This  Bridge  Called  My  Back,  rev . ed . (Ne w York : 
Kitchen Table : Wome n o f Colo r Press , 1983) , edited b y Cherri e Morag a an d 
Gloria Anzaldua , was anothe r widel y influentia l text . 

7. I n Teaching  to  Transgress,  hook s als o admonishe s blac k women : "Th e 
presence o f racis m i n feminis t setting s doe s no t exemp t blac k wome n o r 
women o f colo r fro m activel y participatin g i n th e effor t t o fin d way s t o 
communicate, to exchange ideas , to have fierce debate " (110) . 

8. Cambridge : Harvar d Universit y Press , 1992 . See als o Morrison' s influ -
ential essay "Unspeakabl e Thing s Unspoken" fo r a  brilliant analysi s o f white -
ness i n Melvill e an d th e America n romance . Michigan  Quarterly  Review  2 8 
(winter 1989) : 1-34 . 

9. Glori a Anzaldua , Borderlands/La  Fr  outer a: The  New  Mestiza  (Sa n Fran -
cisco: Spinsters-Aunt Lute , 1987) , 194. 

10. Anzaldua , 202-3 . 
11. Anzaldua , 84 , 85. 
12. I  wan t t o acknowledg e her e tha t I  a m i n complet e agreemen t wit h 

various scholar s who have argued agains t a n "additiv e approach " t o "correct -
ing" the canon. In our discussio n o f texts , gender i s a construct tha t affect s no t 
only Emil y Dickinso n bu t Ernes t Hemingwa y too ; race an d cultur e ar e issue s 
not onl y fo r Lesli e Marmo n Silk o bu t fo r Kat e Chopi n a s well . Se e Gayatr i 
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Spivak's theoretica l analysi s o f th e kind o f curricula r transformation s tha t ar e 
necessary, "Scattere d Speculation s o n th e Questio n o f Cultura l Studies/ 7 i n 
Outside in  the  Teaching  Machine  (Ne w York : Routledge , 1993) , 255-84 . Pegg y 
Pascoe, "A t th e Crossroad s o f Culture, " Women's  Review  of  Books,  Februar y 
1990, 22-23 , discusse s som e o f th e pitfall s an d possibilitie s o f th e practica l 
effects o f integrating "minority " text s into an American history surve y course . 

13. Mari o T . Garcia , "Multiculturalis m an d America n Studies, " Radical 
History Review  54 (fall 1992) : 50. 

14. Els a Barkle y Brown , "African-America n Women' s Quilting : A  Frame -
work fo r Conceptualizin g an d Teachin g African-America n Women' s His -
tory," Signs  1 4 (summer 1989) : 921 . 

15. Lind a Alcoff , "Th e Proble m o f Speakin g fo r Others, " Cultural  Critique 
20 (winter 1991-92) : 9. 

16. Alcoff , 17 , 20. 
17. Alcoff , 22 . 
18. Alcoff , 23. 
19. Se e Breaking  Bread:  Insurgent  Black  Intellectual Life  (Boston : Sout h En d 

Press, 1991 ) fo r he r dialogu e wit h West ; " A Conversatio n abou t Rac e an d 
Class," i n Conflicts  in  Feminism,  ed . Mariann e Hirsc h an d Evely n Fo x Kelle r 
(New York : Routledge , 1990 ) fo r he r conversatio n wit h Childers ; "Buildin g a 
Teaching Community : A  Dialogue," in Teaching  to Transgress for he r exchang e 
with Scapp . 

20. Alcoff , 24 . 
21. Alcoff , 29 . 
22. Haze l Carb y i s much les s optimisti c abou t th e possibilit y o f extendin g 

such insight s beyon d th e classroom . I n fact , sh e ha s argue d tha t "[ f ]or whit e 
suburbia, a s well as for whit e middle-clas s student s i n universities, these text s 
are becomin g a  wa y o f gainin g knowledg e o f th e 'other' : a  knowledg e tha t 
appears t o satisf y an d replac e th e desir e t o challeng e existin g framework s o f 
segregation"; se e he r essa y "Th e Multicultura l Wars, " Radical  History Review 
54 (fal l 1992) : 17.1 cannot shar e thi s particular stance , at least not yet , becaus e 
"multiculturalism" i s suc h a  recen t phenomeno n tha t I  don' t thin k w e ca n 
evaluate it s impact fairly ; th e current generatio n o f college students who hav e 
been influence d b y i t has no t ye t com e o f ag e i n term s o f enterin g int o publi c 
discourse. 

23. M y students ' identification o f pregnancy wit h heterosexuality i s under -
standable, but o f course not necessarily true . 

24. Adrienn e Rich , "Compulsor y Heterosexualit y an d Lesbia n Existence, " 
in Blood,  Bread,  and Poetry: Selected Prose 1979-1985 (Ne w York : Norton, 1986) , 
51-52. 

25. Rich' s mode l als o allow s u s t o recogniz e tha t ver y effectiv e model s o f 
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lesbian an d ga y scholarshi p ma y com e fro m heterosexua l scholars . Th e wor k 
of Eve Kosofsky Sedgwic k come s most immediatel y t o mind . 

26. Chel a Sandoval , "U.S . Third Worl d Feminism : The Theory and Metho d 
of Oppositiona l Consciousnes s i n the Postmoder n World, " Genders  10 (sprin g 
1991): 15 . 

27. Chandr a Mohanty , "O n Rac e an d Voice : Challenges fo r Libera l Educa -
tion i n th e 1990s, " i n Between  Borders:  Pedagogy and  the  Politics  of  Cultural 
Studies, ed . Henry A . Giroux and Pete r McLaren (Ne w York: Routledge, 1994) , 
154. 

28. I  have found Gayatr i Spivak' s analysis of this issue helpful. Concernin g 
white bourgeoi s student s wh o fee l the y lac k th e authenticit y t o discus s th e 
Third World , sh e writes, "you wil l o f course not spea k i n the same way abou t 
the Thir d Worl d material , but i f you mak e i t your tas k no t onl y t o learn wha t 
is goin g o n ther e throug h language , throug h specifi c programme s o f study , 
but als o a t th e sam e tim e throug h a  historica l critiqu e o f you r positio n a s th e 
investigating person , the n yo u wil l se e tha t yo u hav e earne d th e righ t t o 
criticize, an d yo u [will ] b e heard . Whe n yo u tak e th e positio n o f no t doin g 
your homework— T wil l no t criticiz e becaus e o f m y acciden t o f birth , th e 
historical accident'—tha t i s a much mor e pernicious position . In one way yo u 
take a  ris k t o criticize , o f criticizin g somethin g whic h i s other—somethin g 
which yo u use d t o dominate . I  say tha t yo u hav e t o take a  certain risk : t o sa y 
T won't criticize ' i s salvin g you r conscience , an d allowin g yo u no t t o d o an y 
homework"; se e "Question s o f Multi-culturalism, " i n The  Post-Colonial  Critic: 
Interviews, Strategies,  Dialogues,  ed . Sara h Harasy m (Ne w York : Routledge , 
1990), 62-63. Spivak focuse s o n earnin g th e righ t t o criticiz e in these remarks , 
but the y als o ma y b e extende d t o analyz e th e difficult y o f speakin g fo r an d 
about mor e generally . 

29. Henr y A . Giroux , "Livin g Dangerously : Identit y Politic s an d th e Ne w 
Cultural Racism, " i n Between  Borders:  Pedagogy  and  the  Politics  of  Cultural 
Studies, ed . Giroux an d McLaren , 49. 

30. Kennet h Mostern , "Decolonizatio n a s Learning: Practice and Pedagog y 
in Frant z Fanon' s Revolutionar y Narrative, " i n Between  Borders:  Pedagogy and 
the Politics of Cultural Studies,  ed . Giroux an d McLaren , 256. 

31. Fo r a  flawe d bu t provocativ e leftis t critiqu e o f multiculturalism , se e 
Jeff Escoffier , "Th e Limit s o f Multiculturalism, " Socialist  Review  21 , nos. 3- 4 
(July-December 1991) : 61-73 . Corne l Wes t ha s als o criticize d unexamined , 
simplistic call s fo r multiculturalis m i n Beyond  Eurocentrism  and  Multicultur-
alism (Monroe, ME: Common Courag e Press , 1993). 

32. Michel e Wallace , "Multiculturalis m an d Oppositionality, " i n Between 
Borders: Pedagogy and the  Politics of  Cultural Studies,  ed . Girou x an d McLaren , 
181-82. 
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33. Arthu r M . Schlesinger , Jr. , The  Disuniting  of  America:  Reflections  on  a 
Multicultural Society  (New York : Norton, 1992) , 15,18. 

34. C . Van n Woodward , "Equa l bu t Separate, " New  Republic,  15-2 2 Jul y 
1991, 43. 

35. Joa n Scot t present s a  simila r argumen t i n "Th e Campaig n agains t 
Political Correctness, " Radical  History Review  5 4 (fall 1992) : 67-68. 

36. Scott , 77. 
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Straight Teacher/Queer Classroom: 
Teaching as an Ally 

BARBARA SCOT T WINKLE R 

In th e 1970 s an d 1980s , man y femal e women' s studie s teacher s as -
sumed tha t the y ha d mor e i n commo n tha n no t wit h th e wome n stu -
dents wh o mad e u p th e majorit y i n thei r classrooms . Thei r assump -
tion was i n part a  result both o f a  politics tha t claime d a  universalisti c 
female identit y base d o n th e oppressio n o f wome n an d a n optimisti c 
confusion betwee n women' s standpoin t an d feminis t conclusions . 
Scholars o f feminis t pedagogy , grapplin g wit h th e authorit y con -
veyed b y thei r institutiona l positions , attempted t o relocate thei r lead -
ership o n mor e legitimate , becaus e feminist , grounds . The y di d thi s 
by emphasizin g thei r share d experienc e o f oppressio n wit h wome n 
students o r b y establishin g thei r vanguar d positio n a s feminis t fac -
ulty. Caroline Shrewsbury , fo r example , speaks o f feminis t leadershi p 
as " a specia l for m o f empowermen t whic h empower s others/ ' 1 

In contrast , poststructuralis t o r postmodernis t feminis t educator s 
of th e lat e 1980 s an d 1990 s ar e les s sanguin e abou t assumin g a  com -
mon identit y wit h thei r students , o r maintainin g tha t radica l facult y 
are automaticall y a t th e cente r o f th e empowermen t proces s an d abl e 
to provid e student s wit h oppositiona l o r liberator y knowledg e the y 
would no t otherwis e have . 

The feminis t classroo m ha s therefor e emerge d i n th e pedagogica l 
literature a s mor e potentiall y fragmented , les s "safe, " an d les s fre e o f 
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power relation s tha n previousl y described . Th e insigh t tha t feminis t 
and liberator y educatio n i s no t "innocent " coul d lea d feminis t an d 
other progressiv e educator s t o despair . However , ou r recognitio n o f 
how education , includin g "emancipatory " teachin g an d learning , i s 
enmeshed i n powe r relation s nee d no t dishearte n u s a s facult y an d 
students o r lea d u s t o abando n ou r insight s int o th e relationshi p be -
tween knowledg e an d power . Instead , ou r classroom s ca n b e place s 
in whic h w e embrac e ou r ow n an d ou r students ' partia l knowledge , 
in whic h w e lear n fro m an d struggl e t o trus t on e another . 

In th e sprin g o f 1994 , I  offere d fo r th e firs t tim e a  specia l topic s 
course, Se x an d Sexualit y i n America n Culture , a s par t o f th e wom -
en's studie s progra m a t Wes t Virgini a University. 2 I  taugh t th e clas s 
again i n th e sprin g o f 199 5 and wil l be petitioning t o make th e cours e 
a permanen t par t o f th e curriculum , bot h i n women' s studie s an d a s 
part o f a  projected ne w mino r i n lesbian , gay , bisexual, an d transgen -
der studies . Th e clas s helpe d m e fin d a  metapho r an d strateg y fo r 
teaching tha t doe s no t sh y awa y fro m th e recognitio n o f differenc e 
and powe r i n th e feminis t classroom : "teachin g a s a n ally. " A s a 
straight teache r I  explore d wha t i t mean t t o teac h a s a n all y i n a 
course tha t ha d a  stron g lesbian , gay , an d bisexua l (lesbigay ) compo -
nent, bot h i n conten t an d throug h suppor t b y a n organize d lesbiga y 
student constituency . 

While preparin g t o teac h th e cours e fo r th e firs t time , I  foun d th e 
concepts o f coalitio n an d allianc e building, take n fro m feminis t politi -
cal organizing , suggestiv e guide s fo r dealin g wit h difference . Teach -
ing a s a n all y becam e a  metapho r fo r m y approac h t o authorit y an d 
to the creation o f classroom communit y a s a  condition fo r th e produc -
tion o f knowledg e an d transformatio n o f consciousness . Abandonin g 
a prior i assumption s o f sisterhoo d an d certaintie s abou t th e teache r 
as th e "origi n o f wha t ca n b e know n an d . . . wha t ca n b e done," 3 

I foun d mysel f i n th e les s comfortabl e bu t equall y committe d an d 
enthusiastic stanc e o f teache r a s ally . 

I am , therefore , proposin g th e concep t o f "teachin g a s a n ally " t o 
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describe wha t facult y fro m dominan t group s ca n d o t o shar e power , 
build trust , an d creat e a n atmospher e o f mutua l respec t i n whic h t o 
create knowledg e wit h student s fro m nondominan t groups . Group s 
are no t monolithi c i n thei r experienc e o f privileg e an d oppression , 
and differentl y oppresse d group s ca n form alliances. 4 However , I  will 
be focusin g i n thi s essa y o n facult y actin g a s allie s t o student s who , 
on som e dimension , hav e les s privilege an d powe r tha n th e faculty — 
in societ y a s wel l a s i n th e academy . 

Alliance an d coalitio n emerge d a s strategie s o f feminis t organizin g 
in response t o the recognitio n tha t women d o no t automaticall y shar e 
a commo n se t o f experience s an d a  commo n agend a base d o n gen -
der.5 Feminist s o f colo r especiall y challenge d an y unifie d definitio n 
of "woman " founde d o n th e constructio n o f white womanhood . The y 
emphasized th e way s w e experienc e multiple , intersectin g socia l 
structures tha t shap e experienc e an d identity . Bonni e Thornto n Dill , 
for example , in an articl e in Feminist Studies  publishe d i n 1983 , argued 
for "th e abandonmen t o f th e concep t o f sisterhoo d a s a  globa l con -
struct base d o n unexamine d assumption s abou t ou r similarities. " Sh e 
called instea d fo r a  "mor e pluralisti c approac h tha t recognize s an d 
accepts th e objectiv e difference s betwee n women, " an d fo r a  politic s 
of "buildin g coalition s aroun d issue s o f share d interest." 6 Similarly , 
Bernice Johnso n Reagon , i n a  speec h give n a t th e Wes t Coas t Wom -
en's Musi c Festiva l i n 1981 , argued th e necessit y o f doin g th e uncom -
fortable wor k o f coalition , maintainin g tha t ou r desir e t o "b e onl y 
with peopl e wh o ar e lik e [us] " is illusor y an d dangerous. 7 

Although th e concep t o f teachin g a s a n all y ha s no t bee n full y de -
veloped i n th e educationa l literature , othe r writer s o n feminis t peda -
gogy hav e referre d t o concept s o f allianc e an d coalitio n buildin g 
taken fro m feminis t activism . Fo r example , Joh n Schilb , i n a n articl e 
published i n a n antholog y o n feminis t teachin g i n 1985 , invoked Sar a 
Evans's cal l fo r a  flexibl e organizin g mentalit y i n doin g coalitio n 
work a s a  guid e t o avoidin g rigidit y o r purit y i n applyin g feminis t 
pedagogical principles . Schilb , a  man teachin g women' s studie s t o a n 
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economically advantage d studen t population , ofte n fel t les s distance d 
from th e women an d me n student s i n his introductor y course s by hi s 
maleness tha n b y hi s feminis t politics . Th e concep t o f flexibility , o f 
trusting "th e complexitie s o f th e organizin g proces s itself/ ' helpe d 
him develo p a  strateg y t o fi t th e particular s o f hi s classroo m an d 
school environment. 8 

Mimi Orne r als o turne d t o th e concep t o f teache r a s all y i n a n 
article publishe d i n 199 2 o n th e problemati c treatmen t o f studen t re -
sistance an d th e difficultie s wit h call s fo r "studen t voice " i n feminis t 
and critica l pedagogy. 9 Orner , raisin g question s abou t th e emancipa -
tory rol e o f th e teacher , asks , "Ho w d o w e understan d ou r ow n em -
bodiment o f privileg e an d oppression , bot h historica l an d current ? 
How d o w e teac h a s allie s t o oppresse d group s o f whic h w e ar e no t 
a part ? Wha t doe s i t mean t o teac h a s a n ally?" 10 

Elizabeth Ellsworth , i n a n articl e tha t criticize s th e foundationa l 
assumptions o f critica l pedagogy, als o discusses coalitio n an d allianc e 
building i n relatio n t o he r clas s o n Medi a an d Antiracis t Pedagogies . 
Ellsworth shift s he r attentio n fro m th e self-understandin g an d re -
sponsibility o f th e facult y membe r t o the clas s a s a  whole . Remarkin g 
on th e creatio n o f student-generate d affinit y group s outsid e th e class -
room, sh e maintain s tha t th e clas s cam e t o se e itsel f a s "buildin g a 
coalition amon g th e multiple , shifting , intersecting , an d sometime s 
contradictory group s carryin g unequa l weight s o f legitimac y withi n 
the cultur e an d th e classroom." 11 (Halfwa y throug h th e semester , th e 
students rename d th e cours e "Coalitio n 607." ) 

Such a  definition o f coalitions a s constantly responsiv e an d shiftin g 
avoids a  simplisti c polarizatio n o f student s an d facult y int o discret e 
groups o f "oppressed " an d "oppressors. " Ellswort h foun d tha t as -
sumptions abou t wh o woul d develo p alliance s wer e ofte n wrong , be -
cause clas s member s share d commitment s i n nonstereotypica l ways . 
Ellsworth als o describe d wha t he r ne w understandin g o f th e class -
room gav e he r a s a  membe r o f th e faculty . Sh e gaine d a  greate r ap -
preciation o f classroo m practice s tha t woul d avoi d prematur e closur e 
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or fixit y o f identit y (whic h sh e call s a  kin d o f "unknowability"). 12 

Teaching a s a n ally , therefore , doe s no t mea n reducin g a n individu -
al's lif e t o a  singl e facto r o r polarizin g group s withi n th e classroo m 
into "oppressor " an d "oppressed." 13 I t does , however , resul t i n a  re -
definition o f authorit y an d a n examinatio n o f ho w facult y a s wel l a s 
students embod y bot h privileg e an d oppression , a s Orne r suggests . 

Writers o n feminis t organizin g describ e precisel y wha t coalition s 
and alliance s entail . I n thei r antholog y Bridges  of  Power:  Women's 

Multicultural Alliances,  Lis a Albrech t an d Ros e M . Brewe r distinguis h 
between coalitions , a s temporar y commitments , an d alliances , whic h 
are mor e long-ter m politica l relationships . I n coalitions , "group s op -
erate autonomousl y an d ar e usuall y no t connecte d t o eac h other, " 
while alliance s requir e a  "leve l o f commitmen t tha t i s longer-stand -
ing, deeper , an d buil t upo n mor e trustin g politica l relationships." 14 

While som e student s ma y hav e establishe d politica l connection s wit h 
one anothe r befor e takin g a  course , mos t wil l hav e onl y a  limite d 
relationship t o othe r clas s member s an d t o th e material . Therefore , 
the concep t o f "alliance " canno t b e transplante d to o exactl y fro m or -
ganizing t o th e classroom . However , a s a  membe r o f th e faculty , I 
found th e concep t o f "ally, " whic h stresse s a  deepe r dedication , in -
structive an d descriptiv e o f m y experience . 

While w e ca n mak e commitment s t o teac h a s allie s i n ever y class , 
analysis o f a  cours e suc h a s th e "sexualit y class, " whic h emphasize s 
material o n oppresse d o r marginalize d group s an d whic h i s taugh t 
by a  facult y membe r wh o i s no t a  membe r o f thos e groups , ca n hel p 
us focu s mor e directl y o n wha t i t mean s t o teac h a s a n ally . A  de -
scription o f th e creatio n an d teachin g o f th e cours e Se x an d Sexualit y 
in America n Cultur e ca n therefore , I  believe , provid e a n instructiv e 
example o f all y teaching . 

In Januar y 199 3 I  receive d a  three-yea r appointmen t a s th e firs t vis -
iting assistan t professo r i n women' s studie s a t Wes t Virgini a Univer -
sity. WVU i s the flagshi p schoo l o f th e state . Morgantown ha s a  sum -
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mer populatio n o f twenty-si x thousan d tha t i s almos t double d whe n 
students retur n i n th e fall . Whil e th e campu s cultur e i s conservative , 
there i s a  smal l bu t relativel y organize d lesbiga y community , whic h 
includes universit y an d nonuniversit y people . A  ga y bar , a n im -
portant hangou t fo r student s a s well a s townspeople , i s located i n th e 
downtown are a nea r th e university . A  community-base d group , 
"Equal Right s No t Specia l Rights/ ' successfull y fough t fo r a n antidis -
crimination claus e i n th e employmen t polic y o f th e cit y government . 
Students an d staf f o f th e universit y participate d i n thi s effort . 

The schoo l ha s a  ver y progressiv e antidiscriminatio n polic y tha t 
covers sexua l orientatio n a s wel l a s rac e an d gender . Ther e i s a  sup -
portive socia l justic e office , create d b y th e outgoin g universit y presi -
dent. Th e Bisexual , Ga y an d Lesbia n Mountaineer s (BIGLM) , a  stu -
dent grou p founde d i n 1987 , ha s a  significan t presenc e o n campus . 
Through university-wid e activitie s an d programming , includin g Ga y 
Pride Week , BIGL M raise s aware n :s s aroun d lesbian , gay , bisexual , 
and transgende r issues . Th e grou p playe d a n importan t rol e i n m y 
hiring an d i n th e creatio n o f th e sexualit y course . 

The WVU Cente r fo r Women' s Studie s has been i n existenc e in on e 
form o r anothe r sinc e 1980 . Lik e man y women' s studie s programs , 
the cente r originall y relie d o n th e foundin g coordinato r (a n Englis h 
department professor ) an d othe r departmenta l facult y fo r cours e of -
ferings.15 Obtainin g a  full-tim e women' s studie s facult y position , 
even a  temporar y one , required muc h organizin g b y student s a s wel l 
as by cente r staf f an d affiliate d faculty . 

Staffing th e introductor y cours e wa s th e primar y justificatio n fo r 
establishing th e position . However , th e cente r wa s als o concerne d 
with interna l curricula r development . BIGL M wa s especiall y inter -
ested i n ensurin g tha t whoeve r wa s hire d woul d offe r a  cours e i n 
lesbian an d ga y studies . I  wa s aske d durin g m y hirin g intervie w 
whether I  woul d b e willin g t o d o s o bot h b y student s an d b y th e 
social justice officer. 16 

I had jus t received m y doctorat e i n American studie s from th e Uni -
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versity o f Michiga n si x months before , wher e ne w course s i n th e his -
tory o f sexualit y an d cultur e o f gay s an d lesbian s wer e bein g offere d 
through th e histor y departmen t an d th e America n cultur e program . 
Coursework i n thi s field ha d no t been availabl e t o me before I  starte d 
my dissertation . However , I  ha d rea d i n th e are a o n m y ow n an d 
believed tha t a s a  socia l an d cultura l historia n I  could offe r a  cours e 
that focuse d o n th e issue s an d o n ke y theoretica l concept s i n th e his -
tory o f sexualit y i n the United States . Equally important , a s a  feminis t 
and women' s studie s scholar , I  wa s committe d t o antiheterosexis t 
teaching an d supporte d a  women's studie s progra m makin g a  contri -
bution t o th e scholarshi p an d curricul a i n lesbiga y studies . Thes e 
commitments wer e persona l a s wel l a s intellectual , an d stemme d i n 
part fro m relationship s wit h lesbia n friend s an d colleagues . A s I  tol d 
the BIGLM representative, the opportunit y t o teach suc h a  course wa s 
therefore ver y excitin g t o me . 

At th e hirin g intervie w I  offere d t o teac h lesbiga y studie s a s par t 
of a  cours e o n th e histor y o f sexualit y i n th e Unite d State s tha t als o 
explored change s i n heterosexuality . Th e cours e woul d loo k a t ho w 
race an d clas s helpe d shap e thos e experience s a s well . Ther e wa s n o 
such cours e o n campus , an d a s a  studen t o f America n studie s wit h a 
history backgroun d I  fel t thi s approac h woul d bes t ta p m y skill s an d 
knowledge a s a  scholar , a s wel l a s m y ow n subjectivity . Thi s was , 
therefore, no t t o b e a n exclusivel y lesbiga y studie s course . However , 
the extensivenes s o f lesbiga y conten t a s wel l a s question s an d theme s 
that woul d structur e th e course , suc h a s th e emergenc e o f a  "homo -
sexual" identit y an d th e creatio n o f a  "heterosexua l norm, " woul d 
make i t a  clas s substantiall y informe d b y scholarshi p i n thi s area . 

After I  was hire d an d before I  put togethe r th e syllabus , I  met wit h 
BIGLM. I  wante d t o hea r wha t thei r expectation s wer e fo r suc h a 
course. I  also invite d discussio n o f th e impac t tha t m y sexua l identit y 
as a  straigh t woma n migh t hav e o n th e class , includin g recognitio n 
of th e possibl e limitation s thi s coul d impose . 

I coul d no t mee t al l th e BIGL M students ' expectation s fo r th e 
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course. Fo r example , I  was no t a n exper t o n representation s o f same -
sex intimac y i n ancien t Greece , an d I  wanted t o limi t th e focu s t o th e 
United States . Also , whil e I  fel t tha t a  statemen t o f m y subjectiv e 
position wa s a  responsibl e strategy , i t di d no t alway s produc e th e 
effect I  intended . Later , on e o f th e olde r lesbian s i n th e grou p tol d 
me tha t m y declaratio n ha d confuse d her . Sh e wondere d i f m y self -
labeling a s straigh t indicate d tha t I  woul d "bac k off " fro m commit -
ting t o exploration o f lesbian , gay , an d bisexua l material . Fortunately , 
she too k th e course . Sh e late r assure d m e tha t sh e conclude d ther e 
had bee n nothin g t o worr y about . I f I  wer e t o repla y th e BIGL M 
meeting, I  woul d mak e a  simila r statement , sinc e I  believ e i t chal -
lenges notion s o f objectivit y an d disintereste d authority . However , 
instead o f speakin g solel y o f m y identit y a s a  straigh t woman , I 
would als o refe r t o m y politica l an d intellectua l commitment s a s a 
feminist an d antihomophobi c teacher . 

Meeting wit h BIGL M helpe d m e thin k abou t wh o woul d tak e th e 
course th e firs t tim e I  offered it . I  was tol d tha t ther e wa s a  grea t dea l 
of "pent-u p demand " fo r th e class , and I  was awar e o f th e particula r 
constituencies tha t wer e mos t likel y t o tak e th e class : i n particular , 
lesbian, gay , an d bisexua l student s an d feminist-identifie d straigh t 
students. I  hoped fo r a  studen t grou p tha t wa s divers e an d gay-posi -
tive. 

Thirty student s enrolled , a  larg e numbe r fo r a  seminar . The y in -
cluded a  numbe r o f activist s i n BIGL M an d i n th e lesbiga y commu -
nity a t large . Lesbian, gay , an d bisexua l student s wh o enrolle d i n thi s 
first sessio n ma y o r ma y no t hav e ha d acquaintanc e wit h scholarshi p 
on th e histor y o f sexuality , includin g lesbian , gay , an d bisexua l stud -
ies, bu t the y ha d considerabl e lif e experienc e i n dealin g wit h man y 
of th e issue s w e deal t wit h i n th e course . Severa l wer e older . Thei r 
participation wa s invaluabl e i n creatin g a  gay-positiv e classroo m 
community. 

When plannin g th e cours e content , I  chos e topic s designe d t o en -
gage an d infor m th e lesbian , gay , bisexual, and straigh t student s wh o 
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wanted t o lear n mor e abou t th e histor y o f sexualit y i n th e Unite d 
States. Lesbiga y issue s wer e presente d a s a n integra l par t o f thi s his -
tory.17 Sinc e th e cours e covere d th e histor y o f sexualit y i n th e Unite d 
States fro m th e colonia l perio d t o th e present , muc h o f th e initia l ma -
terial di d no t directl y dea l wit h lesbiga y issues , althoug h suc h topic s 
as cross-gende r role s i n Nativ e America n tribe s an d Victoria n roman -
tic friendship s wer e discussed . Mos t o f th e las t thir d o f th e clas s di d 
focus mor e directl y o n lesbiga y concerns , includin g th e emergenc e 
of homosexua l communities , th e politica l an d cultura l significanc e o f 
lesbian an d ga y ba r culture , cross-cultura l comparison s an d th e con -
struction o f gaynes s i n communitie s o f color , ga y liberation , lesbia n 
feminism, bisexuality , an d th e mora l pani c aroun d AIDS . In thi s sec -
tion w e als o deal t wit h th e sexua l revolution , abortio n an d reproduc -
tive rights , pornography , an d th e impac t o f consumeris m o n sexu -
ality. 

According t o evaluation s a t th e en d o f th e course , som e straigh t 
students overestimate d ho w muc h tim e wa s actuall y spen t o n lesbi -
gay material , but mos t fel t tha t thi s was a  positive experience . As on e 
student wrote , "Bringin g homosexua l topic s int o eac h issu e helpe d 
me, a s a  heterosexual , t o furthe r understan d thei r world/ ' Anothe r 
wrote, " I learne d s o muc h abou t a  cultur e I  kne w almos t nothin g 
about—it reall y opene d m y eyes." 18 

In thi s firs t semester , a  significan t percentag e o f th e student s wer e 
lesbian, gay , o r bisexual . A  student' s anonymou s surve y o f clas s 
members reveale d tha t hal f o f th e student s wh o reporte d thei r sexua l 
identity wer e lesbia n o r ga y male , an d hal f wer e bisexua l o r straight . 
(She divide d th e clas s int o tw o categories : lesbia n an d gay , bisexua l 
and straight. ) M y ow n estimat e wa s tha t 6 0 percen t o f th e student s 
were lesbian , gay , o r bisexual . Ou t o f thirt y students , twenty-fiv e 
were women . Th e fiv e me n wer e al l gay . Whil e BIGL M playe d a n 
important rol e i n advocatin g th e course , thi s wa s no t a  "BIGL M 
class." Student s wh o wer e no t par t o f BIGLM , includin g thos e wh o 
were lesbian , gay , o r bisexual , enrolled , an d no t al l member s o f th e 
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organization too k th e course . Eigh t student s wh o ha d take n m y Fal l 
course, Contemporar y U.S . Women' s Movements , followe d u p wit h 
the sexualit y class . 

That th e cours e attracte d suc h a  significan t percentag e o f lesbian , 
gay, an d bisexua l student s i n th e firs t semeste r helpe d mak e th e 
classroom a  gay-positiv e o r "queer " space , a s th e student s describe d 
it.19 Lesbian , gay , an d bisexua l student s ofte n spok e ou t o f thei r sex -
ual subjectivity , openl y identifyin g themselves . While straigh t wome n 
actively participate d i n classroo m discussion , the y sometime s gav e 
the impressio n o f / / overhearing , , conversation s o f whic h the y wer e 
not th e center . Thei r grou p presentation s (whic h I  wil l describ e be -
low), however, provide d the m wit h th e means t o speak mor e authori -
tatively.20 

When I  offere d th e cours e agai n th e followin g sprin g term , th e 
class makeu p wa s reversed : close r t o 4 0 percen t o f th e eightee n stu -
dents wh o enrolle d wer e lesbian , gay , o r bisexual , whil e 6 0 percen t 
were straight . Thi s affecte d th e dynamic s o f th e class . Heterosexua l 
feminists wer e mor e outspoken , focusin g o n issue s o f reproductiv e 
rights, th e se x industry , Ne w Righ t attempt s t o regulat e sexuality , 
teen pregnancy , an d welfare . Severa l o f th e student s i n th e clas s ha d 
direct experienc e wit h welfar e o r kne w friend s wh o did . Severa l 
straight an d bisexua l wome n student s als o ha d friend s o r acquain -
tances wh o strippe d i n loca l clubs , providing a n interestin g slan t o n 
the se x industry . Th e mor e conservativ e view s o n thes e issue s o f a 
straight whit e mal e studen t helpe d spar k som e o f thes e discussions . 

While bisexual , lesbian , an d ga y student s wer e agai n activ e an d 
vocal participant s i n th e class , man y fewe r chos e t o self-label , an d 
such identification s seeme d no t t o b e a s muc h a t th e cente r o f th e 
discussion. Th e absenc e o f rol e models , suc h a s th e olde r lesbia n stu -
dents wh o helpe d shap e suc h discussion s th e previous year , als o con -
tributed. 

There were exceptions . Bisexua l student s wer e mor e voca l tha n be -
fore abou t th e way s bot h straigh t an d ga y communitie s wer e preju -
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diced agains t the m o r misrepresente d them . Heightene d bisexua l 
awareness may , i n part , hav e bee n a  resul t o f th e impac t o f a  majo r 
bisexual speaker , Lan i Kaahumanu , wh o participate d i n Ga y Prid e 
Week tha t fall . 

In the circumstances o f th e secon d class , I felt a  greater responsibil -
ity t o bring divers e lesbian , gay , an d bisexua l voice s int o discussion s 
through th e readings . Ou r texts , therefore, becam e a n eve n mor e cen -
tral resource . 

Course conten t als o helpe d counte r racia l bias . I n bot h semester s 
the clas s wa s primaril y white . I n th e firs t semeste r th e cours e wa s 
offered, i t wa s exclusivel y so . Th e secon d semester , a  feminist -
friendly blac k ma n whos e famil y wa s Guyanes e enrolled . Student s o f 
color mak e u p 5  percent o f th e tota l WV U studen t population , an d 6 
percent o f undergraduat e students . Thre e percen t bot h o f tota l stu -
dents an d o f undergraduate s ar e Africa n American. 21 Ther e ar e ver y 
few gay s o f colo r wh o ar e ou t o n campus . I  was concerne d tha t th e 
white experienc e o f sexualit y no t become implicitl y hegemonic . Read -
ings o n Nativ e American , Mexican , an d Africa n America n heterosex -
ual experience , and Africa n American , Mexican , and Chican o lesbian s 
and ga y me n shifte d th e cente r t o thes e groups . Th e perspectiv e o f 
lesbians an d gay s o f colo r helpe d mak e th e "naturalness " o f Angl o 
sexual identitie s problematic . 

In th e firs t semeste r th e clas s me t fo r a  three-hou r bloc k i n th e 
evening. Various clas s activitie s helped promot e a  "lesbigay-friendly " 
classroom environment . I n bot h th e firs t an d secon d year s I  empha -
sized i n th e firs t clas s meetin g tha t a  goo d portio n o f th e cours e con -
tent woul d b e o n lesbian , bisexual, an d ga y issues. 22 Questions raise d 
by suc h material—fo r example , socia l constructionis t an d essentialis t 
explanations o f sexua l identit y o r mechanism s o f sexua l regulatio n 
and marginalization—wer e the n integrate d throughou t th e semester . 
In the firs t semester , a  lively discussio n o f the benefits an d drawback s 
of labelin g als o too k plac e th e firs t evening , an d th e clas s late r re -
turned t o th e topi c whe n w e discusse d communit y an d identity. 23 
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I als o aske d th e student s t o brainstor m topic s fo r require d grou p 
projects (o r in the second semester , individua l pape r topics) . We fille d 
the board wit h a  variet y o f possibl e subjec t areas , including se x edu -
cation i n th e schools , marita l rap e an d th e law , femme/butc h i n th e 
lesbian community , straigh t an d ga y experience s o f pornography, les -
bians an d gay s i n th e military , an d others . I n th e firs t semeste r th e 
group projec t "brainstorm " close d th e clas s meeting , producin g a 
high leve l o f collectiv e clas s energ y b y tappin g studen t interest s an d 
creativity. (Sinc e i n th e secon d semeste r th e clas s me t twic e a  wee k 
for shorte r tim e periods , I  aske d student s t o brin g i n topic s fo r a 
brainstorm durin g th e secon d meeting. ) Th e brainstormin g mad e i t 
clear tha t student s wer e expecte d t o be activ e participant s i n th e clas s 
and tha t thi s wa s a  cours e wher e lesbian , gay , an d bisexua l theme s 
were welcome—withou t promotin g possibl y risk y self-disclosur e i n 
the firs t session . 

While coalition s an d alliance s ca n develo p i n th e classroom , no t al l 
students ma y wis h o r b e read y t o mak e th e commitmen t tha t i s re -
quired o f facult y wh o teac h a s allies . Throughou t bot h semesters , I 
was acutel y awar e o f m y ow n positio n a s a  straigh t i f gay-positiv e 
feminist teacher . I n clas s I  called attentio n t o my ow n socia l privileg e 
in discussin g th e institutionalizatio n o f heterosexuality. 24 I  worked t o 
understand lif e experience s I  ha d no t ha d an d encourage d student s 
to become mor e awar e o f ho w thei r identitie s ar e relational , a  par t o f 
group relations . However , whil e I  hoped student s woul d b e ope n t o 
lives differen t fro m thei r ow n a s they participate d i n the course , I  di d 
not assum e tha t ever y clas s member ha d th e desir e o r abilit y t o mak e 
a furthe r commitmen t t o understanding o r action. 25 Still , collective in -
class an d ou t o f clas s activitie s ca n hel p buil d knowledg e o f others , 
and eve n commitmen t an d trust . 

We mad e spac e fo r announcement s o f relevan t events . Thi s situ -
ated th e clas s i n large r socia l struggle s an d acknowledge d students ' 
commitments outsid e th e classroom . I n th e firs t yea r ther e wer e an -
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nouncements o f a  worksho p le d b y a  membe r o f th e Nationa l Ga y 
and Lesbia n Tas k Force on Ne w Righ t backlash. There was discussio n 
of th e formatio n o f a  university-wid e Counci l o n Sexua l Orientatio n 
and evaluatio n o f wha t effec t th e university' s antidiscriminatio n 
clause ha d o n facult y an d studen t attitudes . I n th e secon d year , clas s 
members discusse d attack s b y a  loca l politicia n o n BIGLM . A  Tak e 
Back th e Nigh t rall y an d march , whic h include d protes t agains t hat e 
crimes targetin g gay s a s wel l a s rap e an d domesti c violence , wa s an -
nounced b y student s wh o wer e takin g a  leadership rol e in organizin g 
the event . 

Group project s i n th e firs t semeste r als o contribute d t o breakin g 
down isolatio n betwee n clas s member s an d helpe d clarif y an d bridg e 
differences amon g student s i n thei r identitie s an d thei r politica l ap -
proach t o issues . Student s chos e topics , usuall y fro m th e lis t devel -
oped i n th e brainstorm , an d collaborativel y researche d in-clas s pre -
sentations, afte r providin g m e wit h a  grou p proposal . Th e student s 
were the n require d t o writ e individua l paper s incorporatin g materia l 
from thei r grou p presentation . Man y straigh t student s demonstrate d 
their desir e t o ac t a s allie s throug h thei r choic e o f projec t topic s o r 
participation i n gay-straigh t projec t groups . Lesbian , gay , an d bisex -
ual student s als o negotiate d thei r difference s an d affirme d solidarit y 
through clas s projects . 

One o f th e mor e successfu l presentations , o n pornography , wa s 
done b y a  grou p o f student s wh o wer e mixe d bot h i n gende r an d 
sexual orientatio n an d wh o collectivel y explore d ho w thei r differen t 
subjectivities shape d thei r response s t o th e topic . While the y engage d 
in collectiv e activit y an d discussion—fo r example , goin g t o a  porno -
graphic bookstor e together—member s o f th e projec t grou p di d no t 
feel an y nee d t o com e t o agreement . Thei r multipl e perceptions , 
sometimes overlapping , sometime s differing , wer e th e cente r o f thei r 
class presentation . 

Another presentation , o n gay s i n th e military , became th e basi s fo r 
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a joint evenin g wit h BIGLM . Armed force s polic y towar d gay s i n th e 
military ha d becom e a  hot campu s topi c because o f th e voca l opposi -
tion o f ROT C member s t o an y changes . Whil e I  an d member s o f 
BIGLM wh o wer e participant s i n th e clas s arrange d th e invitatio n 
with th e BIGL M programmin g coordinator , w e firs t go t th e 
agreement o f th e class . Sinc e th e grou p o f student s wh o presente d 
that evenin g wer e th e firs t t o shar e thei r researc h projec t wit h th e 
class, th e evenin g fel t particularl y special . I n additio n t o th e grou p 
presentation, w e als o showe d th e fil m Comrades  in Arms,  a  Britis h re -
creation o f th e experienc e o f gay s an d lesbian s i n th e militar y durin g 
World Wa r II . 

Group projec t presentation s swallowe d u p mos t o f clas s tim e i n 
the latte r portio n o f th e course , makin g i t difficul t t o explor e cours e 
material, especiall y lesbiga y material , a s thoroughly a s I  and th e clas s 
would hav e liked . I  therefore reluctantl y abandone d th e collaborativ e 
projects th e secon d tim e I  taught th e course . Instead , t o give student s 
the experienc e o f collaboratin g wit h othe r students , I  substituted tw o 
activities: giving eac h studen t a  partner wh o woul d provid e feedbac k 
on th e draft s o f thematic/researc h papers , an d askin g student s t o 
bring i n discussio n question s ever y week . I  was dissatisfie d wit h th e 
outcome o f th e firs t activity : a  fe w student s chos e th e draf t an d cri -
tique deadlin e t o disappea r fro m th e class , and w e al l agreed tha t th e 
partnered critique s wer e no t "public " enoug h discussion s o f wha t 
class member s wer e doing. 26 

The secon d experiment , however , wa s extremel y successful . O n 
Tuesdays mos t student s consistentl y brough t i n question s o n ou r 
weekly readings , which I  typed u p o n on e o r tw o sheet s an d dissem -
inated fo r ou r Thursda y sessions . I  would grou p question s t o sugges t 
themes. Sometime s I  would star t u s of f wit h a  questio n I  particularl y 
wanted t o pursue . Still , Thursday s becam e know n a s th e day s stu -
dents se t th e agend a fo r th e class . 

The question s offere d b y student s deepene d ou r understandin g o f 
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the issue s b y providin g collectiv e reading s o f th e material . Student s 
felt tha t th e question s democratize d th e clas s an d buil t trus t amon g 
students an d betwee n facult y an d students . A s on e studen t wrot e o n 
the year-en d evaluation , " I reall y enjoye d th e clas s discussion s o n 
Thursdays. I  learne d a  lo t fro m th e othe r peopl e i n th e clas s a s wel l 
as th e materia l w e read!" 27 Anothe r wrot e tha t th e student-generate d 
discussion question s "gav e u s a  voice—an d als o le t u s se e wher e 
other peopl e wer e comin g from. " Thi s studen t als o maintaine d tha t 
one o f the most valuabl e aspect s o f the course was "th e ope n environ -
ment whic h nurture d n o hold s barre d discussion. " 

Successful all y teachin g doe s no t preclud e conflic t i n th e class -
room. Indeed , th e articulatio n o f disagreemen t ca n mea n tha t a  clas s 
has becom e saf e enough  tha t participant s ar e abl e t o tak e risk s wit h 
one another , rathe r tha n buryin g difference s i n prematur e agreemen t 
or th e silenc e o f resistance. 28 I n th e firs t semeste r I  wa s especiall y 
heartened whe n student s disagree d wit h m y socia l constructionis t 
approach t o sexua l identity , o r argue d wit h eac h othe r abou t th e bes t 
strategies t o achiev e liberation . Suc h disagreement s emphasize d ho w 
"knowledge i s produced , negotiate d an d transformed " i n th e class -
room.29 Whe n student s challenge d m y interpretation s o r disagree d 
with othe r students ' politica l strategies , they demonstrate d tha t peda -
gogy i s interactive an d no t a  matte r o f knowledg e transmitte d b y th e 
instructor an d passivel y receive d b y individua l student s unaffecte d 
by on e another. 30 

Disagreement abou t th e relativ e valu e o f socia l constructio n an d 
essentialism provide d a n opportunit y t o encourag e student s t o de -
velop thei r ow n interpretations . Som e student s wer e especiall y war y 
of socia l constructionis t analyse s o f present-day lesbia n an d ga y iden -
tity becaus e suc h theoretica l approache s tende d t o neglec t th e rela -
tionship betwee n psycholog y an d collectiv e socia l formation . Other s 
were persuade d b y socia l construction' s attemp t t o historicize sexual -
ity an d it s emphasi s o n th e mediatio n o f sexua l identit y b y cultura l 
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and historica l factors. 31 Student s wh o embrace d socia l constructionis t 
theories argue d tha t suc h approache s free d the m fro m wha t the y per -
ceived a s th e limitation s an d denial s inheren t i n al l fixe d sexua l cate -
gories, while other s wer e concerne d tha t suc h explanation s wer e vul -
nerable t o misinterpretation i n the curren t politica l environment . Lik e 
many curren t ga y activists , the y preferre d a  biologicall y determine d 
"born thi s way " explanatio n o f sexua l identit y i n th e fac e o f right -
wing attacks . 

To explor e studen t response s t o variou s socia l constructionis t an d 
essentialist explanator y strategies , I  asked th e student s t o writ e abou t 
what the y liked an d dislike d an d wha t the y found usefu l i n each. Thi s 
produced a  collectiv e tex t tha t I  reproduce d fo r th e students . A s a 
result o f thi s activity , studen t response s t o question s o n th e fina l 
examination abou t nineteenth-centur y femal e romanti c friendship s 
and Mexica n an d Chican o same-se x relation s becam e les s polarized . 
Regardless o f thei r preferre d theoretica l stance , student s di d no t dis -
miss any o f the models a s outside consideration . 

My experienc e o f teachin g Se x an d Sexualit y i n America n Cultur e 
has le d m e t o becom e mor e awar e o f multipl e leadershi p i n th e 
classroom. Certainl y a s a  faculty membe r I  bring importan t resources : 
my trainin g a s a historian an d a  feminist scholar ; personal experience s 
with politica l activism ; an d th e authorit y o f m y position , whic h give s 
me greate r acces s t o shapin g th e classroo m communit y tha n student s 
have. I  provide d leadershi p o r contribute d specifi c expertis e whe n I 
engaged th e student s i n historica l thinkin g tha t challenge d receive d 
categories. However , student s als o provided expertis e growin g ou t o f 
their experienc e i n organizing aroun d issue s tha t w e addresse d i n th e 
course, thei r lif e experience , o r thei r prio r knowledg e o f th e scholar -
ship. I  agree with educator s Davi d Luste d an d Patt i Lathe r tha t peda -
gogy involves "th e transformation o f consciousness tha t takes place i n 
the intersectio n o f thre e agencies—th e teacher , th e learne r an d th e 
knowledge the y togethe r produce." 32 I  especiall y strov e t o creat e a 
community o f divers e an d differin g knower s throug h activitie s suc h 
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as the grou p projects , th e evaluatio n o f socia l constructio n an d essen -
tialism, and th e student-generated stud y questions . 

As I  hav e suggested , feminis t an d othe r progressiv e educator s hav e 
tried t o reconceptualiz e issue s o f authorit y an d leadershi p i n th e 
classroom. Earl y feminis t educator s relie d o n solidarit y betwee n 
themselves an d thei r ofte n movement-wis e students . The y expecte d 
students t o shar e responsibilit y fo r thei r education . However , a s Bar -
bara Hillye r Davi s point s out , wit h th e successfu l institutionalizatio n 
of women' s studies , student s wh o wer e unfamilia r wit h conscious -
ness-raising o r activis m i n the women's movemen t becam e th e major -
ity i n women' s studie s classroom s b y th e 1980s. 33 Man y writer s o n 
feminist pedagog y responde d b y de-emphasizin g collectiv e responsi -
bility fo r classroo m learnin g an d b y payin g renewe d attentio n t o fac -
ulty's caretakin g activities . 

A redefinitio n o f authorit y a s somethin g t o be share d betwee n fac -
ulty an d student s an d amon g student s ca n be see n i n th e more recen t 
writing b y feminis t educators . Postmoder n feminist s suc h a s Ells -
worth an d Orne r deconstruc t th e rol e o f teache r a s "empowerer." 34 

Other feminis t educator s emphasiz e ho w student s ca n becom e "au -
thorities t o eac h other." 35 Thi s renewe d emphasi s o n multiple , di -
verse, an d reciproca l authoritie s i n th e classroo m has , i n part , 
emerged fro m recognitio n o f students ' individua l expertise. 36 Bu t th e 
most significan t contributin g facto r ha s been th e recognitio n tha t stu -
dents, a s wel l a s faculty , ar e member s o f socia l grouping s wit h spe -
cific (i f partial ) knowledge . Fo r example , Ellsworth , a s a  feminist , ha d 
developed "sophisticate d strategie s fo r interpretin g an d interruptin g 
sexism" bu t recognize d tha t he r experienc e o f an d understandin g o f 
racism wer e constraine d b y he r "whit e ski n an d middl e clas s privi -
lege."37 Sh e contraste d thi s wit h th e knowledg e o f he r student s o f 
color wh o ha d life-lon g experienc e wit h racis m an d ha d engage d i n 
campus activis m an d othe r antiracis t struggles. 38 

Teaching a s a n all y relie s o n ou r recognitio n o f partia l perspec -
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tives—our ow n an d tha t o f ou r students—an d ou r nee d t o engag e 
in collaborativ e effort s t o recove r an d mak e centra l th e experienc e o f 
previously exclude d group s i n th e constructio n an d reconstructio n o f 
knowledge.39 Thi s isn' t alway s easy . A s on e feminis t teacher , Nanc y 
Grey Osterud , point s out , her whit e student s resiste d examinin g thei r 
own privileg e o r developin g a  systematic analysi s o f racia l inequality . 
Nevertheless, sh e wante d t o 

create classrooms tha t prefigure th e possibilities o f emancipation . Tha t 
means not only sharing authority with students . . . but also . . . critically 
examining . . . an d opposin g hierarchies o f domination an d subordina -
tion based on race, class, and culture.40 

As member s o f th e faculty , w e canno t dives t ourselve s o f ou r 
positions o f authorit y (an d responsibility ) i n ou r institutions . How -
ever, w e ca n acknowledg e an d us e ou r positio n an d it s opportunitie s 
and responsibilities . My ow n commitmen t t o lesbigay studie s gre w a s 
a resul t o f teachin g th e sexualit y course ; I  wa s aske d t o chai r th e 
Education Committe e o n Researc h an d Curriculu m o f th e president' s 
Council o n Sexua l Orientation. Participatio n i n the council , which wa s 
diverse i n sexua l orientation , gender , an d race , gav e m e bot h a  sens e 
of communit y an d continue d educatio n i n institutiona l strategizin g 
around lesbiga y issues. 41 Bot h outsid e an d insid e th e classroo m w e 
can act a s allies with ou r students . 

N O T E S 

1. Carolin e M. Shrewsbury, "What Is Feminist Pedagogy?" Women's Stud-
ies Quarterly (Specia l Feature : Feminis t Pedagogy ) 15 , nos. 3- 4 (fall/winte r 
1987): 11-12 . 

2. Specia l topics courses are not yet permanent offerings i n the curriculum 
and do  not require institutional approval above the program or departmenta l 
level. 

3. Elizabet h Ellsworth , "Wh y Doesn' t Thi s Fee l Empowering ? Workin g 
Through the Repressive Myths of Critical Pedagogy," in Feminisms and Critical 
Pedagogy, ed . Carmen Luk e and Jennife r Gor e (Ne w York : Routledge, 1992), 
115. 



Straight Teacher/Queer  Classroom:  Teaching  as  an Ally 65 

4. O n th e necessit y o f oppresse d group s wit h differen t standpoint s form -
ing alliances , se e David a J . Alperin , "Socia l Diversit y an d th e Necessit y o f 
Alliances: A  Developin g Feminis t Perspective/ ' i n Bridges  of  Power: Women's 
Multicultural Alliances,  ed . Lis a Albrech t an d Ros e M . Brewe r (Philadelphia : 
New Societ y Publishers, 1990) , 23-33. 

5. Se e Lis a Albrech t an d Ros e M . Brewer , "Bridge s o f Power : Women' s 
Multicultural Alliance s fo r Change, " in Albrecht an d Brewer , eds. , 3. Albrecht 
and Brewe r ar e citing the work o f Bonnie Thornton Dill . 

6. Bonni e Thornto n Dill , "Race , Class , an d Gender : Prospect s fo r a n All -
inclusive Sisterhood, " Feminist  Studies  9 , no. 1  (spring 1983) : 146. 

7. Bernic e Johnso n Reagon , "Coalitio n Politics : Turnin g th e Century, " i n 
Home Girls:  A Black  Feminist Anthology,  ed . Barbara Smit h (Ne w York : Kitche n 
Table: Women o f Color Press , 1983) , 357, 359. 

8. Joh n Schilb , "Pedagog y o f th e Oppressors? " i n Gendered  Subjects:  The 
Dynamics of  Feminist Teaching,  ed. Margo Culle y an d Catherin e Portuge s (Bos -
ton: Routledge an d Kega n Paul , 1985) , 254. 

9. Adherent s o f critica l pedagogy se e schools a s cultural a s well as instruc -
tional sites , as "arenas o f contestation an d struggl e amon g differentl y empow -
ered cultura l an d economi c groups. " Through classroo m critique s o f injustic e 
and oppression , critica l pedagogy attempt s t o contribut e t o the creatio n o f a n 
"open, self-critica l communit y o f inquirin g citizens. " Se e Henr y Giroux , The-
ory and  Resistance  in  Education:  A Pedagogy  for the  Opposition  (Sout h Hadley , 
MA: Bergi n an d Garvey , 1983) , 74, 190 . Poststructuralist feminist s lik e Orne r 
are critica l o f wha t the y se e a s insufficien t attentio n t o ho w powe r relation s 
structure eve n progressive forum s fo r dialogue . 

10. Mim i Orner , "Interruptin g Call s for Studen t Voic e in 'Liberatory ' Edu -
cation: A Feminist Poststructuralis t Perspective, " in Luke and Gore , eds., 75. 

11. Ellsworth , 109 . 
12. Ellsworth , 115 . 
13. Se e Margare t Anderse n an d Patrici a Hil l Collins , "Shiftin g th e Cente r 

and Reconstructin g Knowledge, " i n Race,  Class, and Gender:  An Anthology,  ed . 
Margaret Andersen and Patrici a Hil l Collins (Belmont , CA: Wadsworth, 1995) , 
4. Andersen an d Collin s describ e suc h awarenes s a s "inclusive thinking. " 

14. Albrech t an d Brewer , eds. , 3-4 . Fo r a n additiona l definitio n o f "alli -
ance," se e Gai l Pheterson , "Alliance s betwee n Women : Overcomin g Internal -
ized Oppressio n an d Internalize d Domination, " i n Albrech t an d Brewer , eds. , 
34-48, especially 36 . 

15. Th e title "coordinator " wa s change d t o "director" whe n th e cente r wa s 
established a s a  freestandin g uni t i n 1984 . Women's studie s ha s sinc e move d 
back into the Eberly College of Arts and Sciences . 

16. I n the academic year 1993-94 , the staf f advise r fo r BIGL M and a  profes -



B A R B A R A S C O T T W I N K L E R 

sor i n th e Englis h departmen t brough t togethe r a  grou p o f faculty , students , 
and staf f t o pla n a  university-wid e committe e i n recognitio n tha t greate r 
institutional an d facult y suppor t wa s neede d t o addres s th e need s o f th e 
lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgende r universit y community . Thi s group, th e 
Council o n Sexua l Orientation , receive d th e universit y president' s mandat e 
under th e guidanc e o f the Office o f Socia l Justice. The Center fo r Wome n wa s 
also abl e t o hir e a  second , permanen t director , whos e appointmen t i s full -
time. 

17. I  believed i t was particularly importan t t o problematize heterosexualit y 
by examinin g th e historica l an d cultura l change s i n it s meaning , expression , 
and regulation . I n thi s effort , I  wa s guide d b y ou r excellen t textbook , Joh n 
D'Emilio an d Estell e Freedman , Intimate  Matters:  A  History  of  Sexuality  in 
America (Ne w York : Harper an d Row , 1988) . 

18. Se e Evaluatio n Forms—Sprin g 1994 , WMST 191/391/HIS T 111 , "Sex 
and Sexualit y i n American Culture. " All evaluations were anonymous . 

19. Th e ter m "queer " i s controversial , an d I  us e i t wit h cautio n becaus e 
it ca n hid e difference s an d tension s amon g lesbians , gays , bisexuals , an d 
transgender people . Gay, lesbian, and bisexua l student s calle d th e clas s in th e 
first semeste r a  "quee r classroom, " expressin g thei r sens e o f co-ownershi p 
and becaus e i t explore d politica l sexua l culture s beyon d heterosexua l domi -
nance. For a n excellen t discussio n o f the implications o f th e term "queer, " se e 
Lauren Berlant , Michae l Warner , e t al. , "Forum: O n th e Politica l Implication s 
of Using th e Term 'Queer / a s in 'Quee r Politics / 'Quee r Studies / an d 'Quee r 
Pedagogy/ "  Radical  Teacher,  issue o n lesbian/gay/quee r studies , 4 5 (winte r 
1994): 52-57. 

20. Whit e student s experience d a  simila r initia l silenc e i n a  course , 
Women, Race , an d Class , taugh t b y Doroth y Haecke r an d France s Jones -
Sneed a t the Universit y o f Missouri-Columbi a i n th e mid-1980s . One student , 
Mary McNamara , maintaine d tha t suc h silenc e wa s temporary . Whe n sh e 
learned wha t othe r wome n ha d t o dea l wit h from other  students he r reticenc e 
dissipated. Se e Barbar a Scot t Winkler , A  Comparative  History of  Four Women's 
Studies Programs,  1970-1985,  Ph.D . diss. , University o f Michigan , An n Arbor , 
1992 (An n Arbor : Universit y Microfilm s International , 1992) , p . 349 , P R 
9303838. 

21. Se e West  Virginia  University  Statistical  Profiles,  1992-1993, 23 d ed. , tabl e 
5, p. 14. 

22. I n th e secon d yea r I  wanted t o includ e mor e reading s an d discussio n 
about transsexualit y an d transgender . Whil e w e di d hav e severa l articles , th e 
excellent boo k tha t I  hope d w e coul d orde r i n it s les s expensiv e paperbac k 
edition befor e th e en d o f th e cours e becam e availabl e to o late . I  inten d t o 

66 



Straight Teacher/Queer  Classroom: Teaching  as an Ally 

include i t next tim e I  teach th e course . See Kate Bornstein , Gender  Outlaw: On 
Men, Women,  and the Rest of  Us (New York : Routledge, 1994) . 

23. Student s distinguishe d betwee n self-identificatio n an d labelin g by oth -
ers in the use of terms like "queer," "dyke/ 7 and s o forth. While some student s 
felt uncomfortabl e wit h label s a s simplifyin g thei r historie s an d self-under -
standing, others fel t the y were usefu l i n creating an d identifyin g community . 

24. I n th e firs t semeste r thi s resulte d i n a  certai n amoun t o f good-nature d 
teasing by student s who ha d decide d I  was just a  little bit "bent. " 

25. I  believe tha t i t i s importan t fo r facult y t o kee p encouragin g involve -
ment an d creatin g suppor t fo r student s wit h who m w e disagree . I n al l m y 
classes I  establish groun d rule s fo r mutua l respec t a s the basis fo r discussion . 
When sexist , homophobic , racist , o r othe r prejudice d comment s ar e made , I 
intervene i n a  wa y tha t trie s t o hono r th e integrit y o f eac h studen t whil e 
helping the m ste p back fro m thei r ow n preconceptions . I  ask al l o f us , includ -
ing myself , t o d o thi s thoughtfully , wit h compassion , an d wit h humo r whe n 
appropriate. 

26. Interestingly , th e critique s ha d worke d wel l tha t fal l semeste r i n th e 
U.S. Contemporar y Women' s Movement s course . I  thin k th e differenc e ma y 
be due t o the subjec t matter . 

27. Se e Evaluatio n Forms—Sprin g 1995 , WMST 191/39 1 /HIST 111 , "Sex 
and Sexualit y in American Culture/ ' 

28. Whil e student s disagree d wit h on e anothe r an d wit h me , I  found tha t 
this wa s usuall y tempere d b y goo d humo r an d respect . A  colleague , Denni s 
Allen, wh o ha d helpe d foun d th e Counci l o n Sexua l Orientation , foun d thi s 
also t o be th e cas e in hi s cours e Cultura l Representation s o f Sexua l Diversity , 
which he taugh t fo r th e firs t tim e in the fal l o f 1994 . 

29. Se e Jane Kenwa y an d Hele n Modra , "Feminis t Pedagog y an d Emanci -
patory Possibilities, " in Luke and Gore , eds., 143. 

30. Se e Patt i Lather , "Post-Critica l Pedagogies : A  Feminis t Reading, " i n 
Luke an d Gore , eds. , 121 . On student s a s academi c authorities , se e France s 
Maher an d Mar y Ka y Thompso n Tetreault , The  Feminist Classroom:  An Inside 
Look at  How  Professors  and Students  Are  Transforming  Higher  Education  for a 
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As we i n women's studie s struggl e with th e Insider/Outsider concep t 
in attemptin g t o teac h multicultura l literatur e an d theory , w e can' t 
help bu t notic e tha t w e ar e experiencin g a  pervasive postcolonia l cri -
sis o f authority , a  crisi s fel t mos t strongl y perhap s b y formerl y hege -
monic Wester n discourses. 1 Ye t th e problem s w e fac e an d th e ques -
tions the y rais e ar e o f globa l significance . W e hav e witnesse d i n 
academe suc h a  scrambl e t o recogniz e an d celebrat e th e othe r tha t 
reactionary attitude s hav e emerge d i n resistance . I n addition , th e In -
sider/Outsider questio n ha s arisen : wh o i n fac t shoul d teac h multi -
cultural literatur e an d theory ? Twent y year s ago , I  foun d nothin g 
wrong wit h m y teachin g a n entir e cours e o n Africa n America n litera -
ture, because ther e wasn' t anyon e els e o n ou r campu s wh o migh t d o 
it. Now, however , I  wouldn't thin k o f teachin g suc h a  course , eve n i f 
there wer e n o minorit y facult y available , an d I' m astounde d b y m y 
own arroganc e i n onc e thinkin g tha t I  could . Th e scenari o ha s 
changed: no w ther e ar e well-traine d Africa n America n facult y wh o 
represent thei r cultur e a s Insiders , an d wh o ma y resen t th e ide a o f 
an Outside r speakin g fo r them . 

Yet I  continu e t o teac h course s i n th e civilizatio n an d literatur e o f 
India, th e fiel d fo r whic h I  was trained , and , perhap s mor e german e 
to worl d feminism , I  teach a  cours e entitle d Contemporar y Women' s 
Writing: Cross-Cultura l Perspectives . Th e latte r cours e include s no t 
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only Africa n America n writing , bu t als o writin g b y Nativ e Ameri -
cans, Hispanics , Asians , an d Africans . Th e women' s studie s progra m 
at m y colleg e recognize s th e nee d t o teac h work s an d perspective s o f 
women o f colo r fro m ou r ow n cultur e a s wel l a s th e postcolonia l 
world; indeed , w e hav e committe d ourselve s t o tha t goal . Ye t i n th e 
process o f teachin g thos e works , one begins t o questio n th e appropri -
ateness o f Outsider s speakin g o n behal f o f Insiders . I n essence , on e i s 
disturbed b y som e o f the same question s James Cliffor d raise s in rela -
tion t o ethnographi c authority : wh o ha s th e authorit y t o spea k fo r a 
group's identit y o r authenticity ? Wha t ar e th e essentia l element s an d 
boundaries o f a  culture ? Ho w d o sel f an d othe r clas h an d convers e 
in encounter s o f ethnography , travel , moder n interethni c relations ? 
What narrative s o f development , loss , and innovatio n ca n accoun t fo r 
the presen t rang e o f oppositiona l viewpoints? 2 

The firs t o f thes e question s i s o f grea t relevanc e t o women' s stud -
ies a s a n issu e o f pedagogy : wh o ha s th e authorit y t o spea k fo r a 
group's identit y o r authenticity ? T o those o f u s wh o hav e undertake n 
the missio n o f tryin g t o teac h on e societ y t o another , th e questio n 
seems urgent . A s Clifford observes , "  'cultural ' differenc e i s no longe r 
a stable , exoti c otherness ; self-othe r relation s ar e matter s o f powe r 
and rhetori c rathe r tha n o f essence . A  whole structur e o f expectation s 
about authenticit y i n cultur e an d i n ar t i s throw n i n doubt." 3 Wha t 
gives me , a n Outsider , th e righ t t o teac h a  work o f Africa n America n 
literature an d clai m t o b e teachin g it s essence ? Ca n I  tak e refug e i n 
the fac t tha t I  hav e rea d a  grea t dea l o f Africa n America n literatur e 
and hav e gaine d a  sens e o f Africa n America n cultur e fro m m y foray s 
as a n Outside r int o th e page s o f a n Insider' s novel ? O r ca n I , i n th e 
manner o f a n ethnographer , clai m th e knowledg e o f a  participant -
observer becaus e I  hav e Africa n America n friend s an d a m welcom e 
in thei r homes ? 

The same questions , applied t o my teachin g o f South Asia n cultur e 
and literature , see m eve n mor e acute . I n thi s area , I  ca n clai m th e 
rigors o f doctora l work , a  dissertation , fieldwor k i n th e India n sub -
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continent, numerou s Sout h Asia n friends , repeate d researc h trip s t o 
many part s o f India , an d knowledg e o f India n languages . Indeed , I 
am mor e a t hom e wit h Indian s an d certai n part s o f th e subcontinen t 
than I  a m i n m y ow n culture . Ye t I  a m surrounde d b y articulat e 
South Asia n scholar s wh o spea k wit h a  grea t dea l mor e authorit y 
about thei r cultur e tha n I  possibl y could , eve n thoug h the y ma y 
know onl y a  smal l corne r o f it . Worse , a s I  teac h Sout h Asia n litera -
ture, I  sometime s fee l mysel f guilt y o f tryin g t o interpre t attitude s 
and experience s tha t ar e no t min e an d tha t perhap s I  canno t repre -
sent authentically . 

Trinh T . Minh-H a write s o f ho w th e dominan t cultur e ha s move d 
"from obnoxiou s exteriorit y t o obtrusiv e interiority, " ho w ou r ques t 
for 

the so-called hidden  value s o f a  person o r a  culture, has given rise to a 
form o f legitimized (bu t unacknowledged a s such) voyeurism and sub-
tle arrogance—namely , th e pretens e t o se e int o o r to  own the others ' 
minds, whose knowledge  thes e other s cannot , supposedly , hav e them -
selves; and th e need t o define , henc e confine , providin g the m thereb y 
with a standard o f self-evaluation o n which they necessarily depend. 4 

These words lead me to raise new question s abou t what I  am tryin g 
to d o i n th e classroom , particularl y whe n internationa l student s o r 
Asian-American student s ar e par t o f th e dialogue . Doe s wha t I  sa y 
about India n cultur e hav e an y validit y a s interpretation , an d i f m y 
interpretation varie s fro m tha t o f a  Sout h Asian , a m I  i n som e wa y 
limiting th e Insider' s sens e of self ? 

Even i n th e fiel d o f women' s studies , wher e ther e ough t naturall y 
to have been a  sense o f sisterhood an d share d purpose , there has bee n 
a belated recognitio n tha t not al l women i n our culture shar e the sam e 
experiences an d tha t ou r agenda s an d ou r syllab i nee d t o b e mor e 
inclusive. Ye t a s m y colleagu e (als o white ) an d I  taugh t a n Introduc -
tion t o Women' s Studie s course , an d deliberatel y paire d ever y articl e 
about th e dominan t cultur e wit h anothe r tha t deal t wit h wome n o f 
color, ou r affluent , whit e student s constantl y complaine d i n thei r 
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journals tha t the y coul d no t relat e t o man y o f th e articles . Th e whol e 
enterprise too k o n realit y onl y whe n w e brough t int o th e classroo m 
an Africa n America n woman , wh o talke d abou t growin g u p blac k 
in Gettysbur g an d bein g discourage d b y he r hig h schoo l guidanc e 
counselor fro m aspirin g t o college ; an d a  Hispani c woman , wh o tol d 
of challengin g he r fathe r an d payin g fo r he r ow n hig h schoo l educa -
tion, i n orde r t o transcen d th e cultura l expectation s fo r wome n i n he r 
Mexican community . Clearly , th e tw o whit e instructor s coul d no t 
speak wit h th e sam e authorit y because , eve n thoug h w e migh t hav e 
known abou t thes e things , our knowledg e wa s secondhand . 

In teachin g work s b y wome n o f color , whit e wome n inevitabl y 
claim a n objectiv e simila r t o tha t o f ethnographer s an d filmmakers : 
"to gras p th e native' s poin t o f view " an d "t o realiz e his/he r visio n o f 
his/her world. " Th e injunctio n t o d o so , a s Trin h T . Minh-Ha point s 
out, lie s a t th e cente r o f ever y polemica l discussio n o n "reality " i n it s 
relation t o "beauty " an d "truth." 5 Ye t th e questio n o f representin g 
the othe r ha s becom e fraugh t wit h issue s o f rhetori c an d power , a s 
postcolonial theory takes the issue to sophisticated level s of interpreta -
tion, an d politica l correctnes s become s a  cree d rathe r tha n th e resul t 
of change d perception . Indeed , suggest s Minh-Ha , allowin g th e othe r 
"an aura " ha s becom e a  kin d o f game , fo r eve n whe n th e othe r i s 
being privileged , sh e i s also reminded o f th e favor sh e enjoys i n bein g 
permitted t o speak he r mind. 6 

Homi Bhabha , i n turn , seek s t o shif t th e conversatio n "fro m identi-

fication o f image s a s positiv e o r negative , t o a n understandin g o f 
the processes  of subjectification  mad e possibl e (an d plausible ) throug h 
stereotypical discourse." 7 B y focusin g o n th e stereotype s Colonizer s 
have typicall y use d i n describin g th e other , Bhabh a recognize s tha t 
both "th e recognitio n an d disavowa l o f 'difference ' i s alway s dis -
turbed b y th e questio n o f it s re-presentatio n o r construction." 8 Hi s 
observations rais e ne w question s abou t th e conten t o f m y syllabi . 
What a m I  teaching whe n I  teach The  Bluest Eye  by Ton i Morriso n o r 
Bharati Mukherjee' s Wife?  A m I  teachin g th e othe r a s th e othe r per -
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ceives herself, or as the other filtere d throug h a n Anglo understandin g 
of what th e other migh t be? Do I  yield t o stereotypes i n my attemp t t o 
represent th e other ? Ho w d o I  explain wha t I  do no t full y understan d 
myself, even though I  recognize it s existence ? 

Bhabha's understanding o f stereotypica l discours e i s complicated : 

Stereotyping i s not th e settin g u p o f a  false imag e which becomes th e 
scapegoat of discriminatory practices. It is a much more ambivalent text 
of projectio n an d introjection , metaphori c an d metonymi c strategies , 
displacement, overdetermination , guilt , aggressivity ; th e maskin g an d 
splitting of "official" an d fantasmatic knowledge s to construct the posi-
tionalities and oppositionalities of racist discourse.9 

For Bhabha , stereotypes , an d indee d colonia l discours e i n general , i s 
"a comple x articulatio n o f th e trope s o f fetishis m . . . an d th e form s o f 
narcissistic and aggressiv e identification availabl e to the Imaginary/' 10 

He perceive s stereotypica l racia l discours e a s a  four-ter m strateg y 
linking th e metaphori c (o r masking ) functio n o f th e fetis h an d th e 
narcissistic object-choic e o n th e on e hand an d th e metonymic figurin g 
of lac k wit h th e Imaginar y o n th e other . Here , Bhabh a addresse s 
the Colonizer' s fascinatio n wit h th e other , hi s simultaneou s nee d t o 
denigrate an d ador e tha t which he perceives a s weak an d different . 

Perhaps mos t usefu l i n Bhabha' s analysi s o f th e stereotyp e i s th e 
recognition tha t wha t i t dramatize s i s separation—"between races , cul -
tures, histories, within  histories— a separatio n between before  and after 

that repeat s obsessivel y th e mythica l momen t o f disjunction/' 11 I f 
separation i s th e essentia l messag e o f th e stereotype , the n i t mus t 
follow tha t separatio n i s the notion to avoid. Does negating separatio n 
mean tha t I  should b e focusing o n similaritie s rathe r tha n differences ? 
If so , wherein lie s the value i n explorin g th e other ? Wha t a m I  askin g 
my student s t o d o whe n I  ask the m t o stretc h thei r notion s o f wha t i s 
possible an d wha t i s beautiful ? Wherei n lie s my  fascinatio n wit h th e 
other? I s it a concern fo r th e weak, which give s me a  notion o f power ? 
Is i t a  deligh t i n th e exotic , which make s m e somethin g o f a  voyeur ? 
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Is i t a  revelin g i n thing s imagined , whic h cause s m e aggressivel y t o 
explore th e boundarie s o f wha t i s possible ? O r i s i t th e desir e fo r a n 
originality, so lacking in myself, that I  must appropriat e another's ? 

Minh-Ha migh t sa y tha t i n askin g thes e question s I  a m openin g a 
space fo r th e other , ye t "th e spac e offere d i s no t tha t o f a n objec t 
brought t o visibility , bu t tha t o f th e ver y invisibilit y o f th e invisibl e 
within th e visibl e . . . th e spac e o f a n activit y i n whic h everythin g 
takes o n a  collectiv e valu e i n spit e o f skepticism/' 12 I  stil l d o no t se e 
the Inside r excep t a s th e other , eve n thoug h I  ma y attemp t t o teac h 
her culture . An d thoug h I , a s th e Outsider , a m mor e tha n happ y t o 
accord recognitio n t o and celebrat e th e Insider , a  new se t o f negativit -
ies an d positivitie s emerge s i n questionin g an d renamin g othernes s 
and unnamin g th e Colonize r an d th e other. 13 I  am stil l th e Outsider , 
still lookin g in , stil l tryin g t o discer n th e natur e o f th e other , stil l 
gazing a t skin , language , habits o f conversation , music , ways o f relat -
ing tha t ar e differen t fro m m y own . Yet , I  hav e take n upo n mysel f 
the missio n o f showin g wha t I  se e t o other s wh o ar e younger , les s 
experienced, mor e afraid . Ho w ca n I  avoi d teachin g the m t o gaz e i n 
the sam e wa y tha t I  do? I f m y ow n fascinatio n wit h othe r culture s i s 
suspect, wh y shoul d I  hope tha t the y to o wil l com e t o identif y wit h 
the othe r a s I do? 

As a  wa y ou t o f thi s predicament , I  woul d lik e t o propos e tha t w e 
reexamine fou r mode s o f authorit y claime d b y ethnographers , wit h 
the understandin g tha t wha t w e d o i n th e classroo m is , by analogy , 
similar t o wha t a n ethnographe r doe s i n representin g th e other. 14 

When w e teac h literatur e writte n by person s fro m culture s othe r tha n 
our own , w e attemp t t o conve y th e essenc e o f thos e culture s base d 
on words an d narrative s constructe d b y nativ e speakers . Like ethnog -
raphers, w e offe r ou r student s enhance d acces s t o th e world s o f th e 
other. Althoug h an y reade r migh t conceivabl y gai n suc h acces s vi a 
the printe d page , a  teache r promise s additiona l cultura l knowledge , 
gained eithe r b y direc t experienc e o r b y scholarl y work , tha t wil l fa -
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cilitate th e student' s access . Presumably, teacher s clai m a s wel l supe -
rior abilit y t o mak e sens e o f th e word s an d narrative s constructe d b y 
the other . Th e ethnographer' s strategies , therefore , ar e usefu l t o th e 
teacher i n th e dua l processe s o f acces s an d representation . 

The firs t suc h strateg y i s tha t o f th e participant-observer , alread y 
referred to , and perhap s bes t know n a s a  technique fo r anthropologi -
cal fieldwork . Th e second , interpretation , consist s o f th e ethnogra -
pher's attemp t t o analyz e hi s dat a an d presen t i t i n th e real m o f pub -
lic discourse . Th e thir d strategy , th e dialogica l mod e o f authority , 
recognizes th e fac t tha t nativ e contro l ove r wha t i s observe d an d 
known b y th e fieldworke r ca n b e considerable . Last , th e polyphoni c 
strategy recognize s no t onl y th e view s o f th e fieldworke r an d th e 
effect o f hi s gaz e o n th e nativ e subject , bu t als o th e creativ e activit y 
of th e reader . Althoug h eac h ha s it s limitations , thes e mode s o f au -
thority offe r strategie s o f representatio n tha t ma y be used i n the class -
room. 

Clifford describe s participan t observatio n a s " a continuou s tackin g 
between th e 'inside ' an d 'outside ' o f events : o n th e on e han d grasp -
ing th e sens e o f specifi c occurrence s an d gesture s empathetically , o n 
the othe r steppin g bac k t o situat e thes e meaning s i n wide r con -
texts."15 Thos e Euro-American s wh o hav e live d abroad , attende d a 
Martin Luthe r Kin g celebration , celebrate d a  holiday o r birthday wit h 
a Hispani c o r Nativ e America n family , share d a  roo m wit h someon e 
of a  different race , have experienced , howeve r briefly , th e rol e o f par -
ticipant-observer. "Experientia l authorit y i s base d o n a  'feel ' fo r th e 
foreign context , a  kin d o f accumulate d savv y an d a  sens e o f th e styl e 
of a  people o r p lace . . . . Lik e 'intuition, ' i t i s something tha t on e doe s 
or doe s no t have , an d it s invocatio n ofte n smack s o f mystification. " 
How doe s on e dra w o n suc h experiences ? A n instructor' s anecdote , 
understood t o b e an d presente d a s tha t o f th e Outsider/Insider , i s 
often arrestin g an d appreciated , an d i t serve s t o mak e a  piec e o f in -
formation memorable . Relevan t students ' experience s shoul d b e elic -
ited t o achiev e th e sam e effec t wheneve r possible . Student s mus t b e 
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encouraged t o recogniz e an d see k participan t experiences , eve n i f 
they d o no t full y understan d thei r rol e o f observer s unti l later . 

Clifford goe s on t o sugges t tha t on e "resis t th e temptatio n t o trans -
late al l meaningful experienc e int o interpretation . I f the two ar e recip -
rocally related , they ar e not identical/' 16 Indeed , th e instructor simpl y 
telling o f a n experienc e wit h a n acknowledgmen t tha t sh e ha s no t 
fully understoo d wha t happene d ca n b e mor e effectiv e i n claimin g 
authority tha n ream s o f interpretation aime d a t understanding a  com -
mon, meaningfu l world . Th e detail s o f concret e experienc e sugges t a 
sensitive contac t with tha t world , a s well a s a  rapport wit h it s people . 
The fla w i n th e participant-observe r mod e o f authority , however , i s 
that i t is , i n th e end , personal . I t i s "m y experience " tha t i s bein g 
related, an d fo r everyon e else , i t lack s th e concret e perceptio n tha t 
has inscribe d i t indelibly i n th e min d o f th e participant . 

Interpretation a s a  mode o f authorit y involve s lookin g a t a  cultur e 
as a n assemblag e o f text s t o be interprete d b y a  singl e thinker . I n th e 
classroom, w e ca n ofte n wor k wit h text s tha t hav e alread y becom e 
autonomous, availabl e t o th e publi c domain . Th e interpretive proces s 
is thu s separate d fro m th e tex t an d fro m th e fictiv e worl d generate d 
by th e text . Cliffor d note s tha t th e ethnographer-interprete r ma y b e 
compared wit h th e literar y interpreter , o r bette r yet , "wit h th e tradi -
tional critic , who see s the task a t hand a s locating th e unruly meanin g 
of a  tex t i n a  singl e coheren t intention." 17 I  rathe r lik e hi s us e o f th e 
term unruly,  fo r i t conveys th e notio n o f informatio n tha t ha s a  lif e o f 
its ow n an d tha t mus t b e approache d assertively , perhap s eve n 
"tamed," befor e i t i s read y fo r presentatio n i n th e classroom . Th e ac t 
of preparing t o teach a  new tex t i s very muc h lik e that : one firs t read s 
it, notes th e majo r idea s an d themes , savors specifi c imagery , wrestle s 
with disturbin g elements , an d attempt s t o organiz e the m al l int o 
some sor t o f coheren t perceptio n tha t ca n be passe d o n t o students . 

The tric k here , I  think , i s i n invitin g student s t o d o th e same , t o 
deconstruct th e tex t b y focusin g o n disturbin g elements , one s tha t 
don't fi t neatl y int o conventiona l explanation s o r previou s way s o f 
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seeing. I t i s sometime s difficul t no t t o tel l them , i f on e ha s alread y 
figured everythin g out , wha t the y shoul d se e an d understand . Inter -
pretation i s a n ar t tha t ca n b e taught , bu t i t take s time , an d i t some -
times goe s astra y because student s hav e no t ha d th e observer-partici -
pant experienc e discusse d earlier . Lesli e Marmo n Silko' s Storyteller, 

for example , appear s a t firs t t o b e a  randoml y gathere d melang e o f 
stories, personal recollections , and poems . Yet certain theme s mus t b e 
teased fro m wha t i s actually a n intricat e narrative chain , to illuminat e 
Native American attitude s toward gender , sexuality , and cultura l con -
frontation. Th e vulnerabilit y o f interpretatio n lies , o f course , i n th e 
way i t to o i s subjec t t o th e potentiall y flawe d understandin g an d 
expressivity o f th e interpreter , or , i n th e cas e o f a  class , interpreters . 
An attemp t a t interpretatio n ma y dissolv e int o participant-observe r 
anecdotes, o r i t ma y emerg e wit h suc h abstractio n a s t o fail  i n it s 
intent t o illuminate . 

Perhaps mor e desirabl e i s " a proces s o f dialogu e wher e interlocut -
ers activel y negotiat e a  shared visio n o f reality/' 18 I f one i s lucky, sh e 
has multicultura l student s i n th e classroo m t o help sho w th e way. A n 
insensitive professor , however , ma y overd o th e consultativ e process . 
Such student s nee d spac e i n whic h t o disagre e i f the y nee d to . On e 
can als o make us e o f recognized Inside r interpretations , which , claim -
ing thei r ow n authority , ma p th e wa y fo r student s an d professor s 
alike. Pulling i n a  significan t critica l observatio n a t th e righ t momen t 
will ofte n pus h th e interpretiv e proces s i n a  productiv e direction . 
Being abl e t o inser t a  poin t fro m a  lectur e b y Glori a Naylor , tha t 
"women ar e circumscribe d b y words, " illuminate s ou r discussio n o f 
Bailey's Cafe.  Finally, a t th e ris k o f concentratin g th e Outsider' s gaz e 
into a  high-powered lase r beam, bringing int o the classroom someon e 
the students can interact with, listen to, and as k questions o f is inevita-
bly a  successfu l wa y o f a t leas t demonstratin g a  linkag e o f authentic -
ity. Th e fac t tha t th e professo r know s an d i s abl e t o produc e suc h 
informants garner s he r som e authority . However , th e recipien t o f th e 
gaze ma y wel l vie w thi s opportunit y t o tel l he r stor y a s potentiall y 
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dangerous: "wha t i s given in the context o f power relation s is likely t o 
be taken back accordin g t o where th e wind blows." 19 

Perhaps th e mos t workabl e mod e o f authority , however , i s th e 
polyphonic one , exemplified b y Bakhtin' s analysi s o f th e "polyphoni c 
novel," whic h "represent s speakin g subject s i n a  fiel d o f multipl e 
discourses."20 A s Cliffor d observes , fo r Bakhti n th e polyphoni c nove l 
is " a carnivalesqu e aren a o f diversit y . . . a  Utopia n textua l spac e 
where discursiv e complexity , the dialogica l interplay o f voices , can b e 
accommodated."21 Fo r the ethnographer , thi s strategy ma y amoun t t o 
a sor t o f "plura l authorshi p tha t accord s collaborator s no t merel y 
the statu s o f independen t enunciator s bu t tha t o f writers." 22 Indeed , 
suggests Clifford , th e creativ e activit y o f a  reader , a s enunciate d b y 
reader-response theory , may als o contribute t o the coherence o f a  text . 
Ultimately, ther e i s alway s a  possibl e variet y o f reading s beyon d th e 
control o f an y particular authority . Bein g able to relinquish one' s ow n 
sense o f a  work , however , i s sometime s difficult , particularl y whe n 
students insis t o n simplistic , Disneyesque , o r overl y specifi c religiou s 
and/or politica l readings . 

Yet thi s mode l o f th e polyphoni c nove l i s perhap s th e mos t desir -
able mod e o f authorit y fo r th e classroo m o f th e nineties , fo r wha t 
Bakhtin value s i s precisely th e resistanc e o f certai n novel s t o totality , 
their inabilit y t o be subsume d unde r a  single coheren t critica l percep -
tion. B y acknowledgin g a  variet y o f voice s an d possibl e interpreta -
tions, one avoids the possibility o f the Outsider's gaz e falling painfull y 
and stereotypicall y o n th e Insider . Althoug h th e possibilit y o f stereo -
typing canno t be eliminated , particularl y wit h student s readin g a  tex t 
in various ways , the instructor a s Outsider ca n always gentl y questio n 
whether a  student' s readin g o f th e tex t fall s int o th e real m o f stereo -
type. Accordingly , I  hav e ha d t o defus e observation s abou t Asia n 
reticence i n a  discussio n o f Bone  by Fay e Myenn e Ng . Suc h a n ap -
proach, however , assume s a n initia l discussio n o f wha t i s involve d 
in a  stereotype , an d althoug h Bhabha' s discussio n i s difficult , i t i s 
illuminating. 
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In order t o provoke a  multivalent readin g o f a  novel, the instructo r 
must no t as k th e question , "Wha t doe s thi s statemen t mean? " Rather , 
she mus t as k a  sequenc e o f questions : (1 ) "Wha t possibl e meaning s 
could thi s statemen t have? " (2 ) "Ar e an y o f thes e meaning s mor e 
likely tha n others? " an d finall y (3 ) "Why? " Theor y b y an d abou t 
women o f colo r i s jus t a s likel y t o resis t simpl e explanatio n an d t o 
lend itsel f t o polyphonic interpretation , i f one ask s the righ t question s 
of it . Open-ende d question s like , "Wha t migh t hav e le d he r t o sa y 
this?" o r "Wha t sor t o f experience s migh t li e behin d suc h a  state -
ment?" wil l g o a  lon g wa y towar d allowin g th e text s t o spea k fo r 
themselves i n man y tongues . Acknowledgin g th e polyphoni c voice s 
in the classroom, as well as the text, is of course a  key to any successfu l 
discussion i n a  women's studie s class . Such an approac h make s possi -
ble th e teaching , b y Outsiders , o f multicultura l literatur e an d theor y 
in a  manne r acceptable , althoug h perhap s no t ideal , fo r student s o f 
varied ethni c backgrounds . 

To conclude, I  would lik e to cite three texts , used i n teaching a n intro -
duction t o women' s studie s course , tha t elicite d somethin g lik e rea l 
understanding fro m m y white , upper-middle-clas s students , an d per -
haps eve n empowere d the m t o wor k a t tradin g eye s wit h Insiders . 
Each addresse s th e Insider/Outside r predicamen t an d model s way s 
of traversin g th e slipper y terrai n o f perceive d difference . Th e first , 
used a t th e beginnin g o f th e course , becam e a  touchston e fo r every -
thing els e tha t w e rea d al l semester : a n articl e b y Mari a Lugones , 
entitled "Playfulness , 'World'-Travelling , an d Lovin g Perception " 
(1990). Tw o phrase s i n particula r fro m thi s articl e wer e use d b y stu -
dents repeatedl y i n journals an d discussion : "world"-travelling  an d ar-

rogant perception.  By "world"-travelling , Lugone s mean s tha t on e ca n 
"travel" betwee n th e world s tha t construc t u s an d ca n inhabi t mor e 
than on e o f thes e "worlds " a t th e ver y sam e time . Th e shif t fro m 
being on e perso n t o bein g a  differen t perso n i s wha t sh e call s 
"travel."23 "Arrogan t perception, " o n th e othe r hand , i s a n attitud e 
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that get s i n th e wa y o f "  world "-travelling, an d i n particular , inhibit s 
the playfulnes s involve d i n it : "th e agonisti c travelle r i s a  conqueror , 
an imperialist." 24 Lugones' s articl e spell s ou t ver y clearl y wha t a n 
Outsider mus t d o t o participate i n th e cultur e o f a n Insider . "World" -
travelling, o r opennes s t o reconstruction (whic h sometime s mean s be -
ing a  fool), cancels the sense o f separatio n tha t result s in stereotyping . 
It requires a  sens e o f adventure , but—als o important—it' s fun . 

A secon d articl e tha t seem s t o m e quit e extraordinar y i s "Th e So -
cial Construction o f Blac k Feminis t Thought, " b y Patrici a Hil l Collins . 
In thi s wor k Collin s note s tha t "value s an d idea s tha t Africanis t 
scholars identif y a s bein g characteristicall y Africa n America n ofte n 
bear remarkabl e resemblanc e t o idea s claime d b y feminis t scholar s a s 
being characteristicall y female." 25 A  generou s ac t o f revelatio n o n th e 
part o f a  woma n o f color , thi s essa y i s a n attemp t t o ope n t o th e 
Outsider th e epistemolog y o f th e Inside r b y callin g attentio n t o fou r 
ways o f constructin g knowledg e (no t surprisingly , devalue d b y aca -
deme an d th e patriarcha l culture ) tha t the y hav e i n common : (1 ) liv -
ing a s a  blac k woma n require s wisdo m an d "connecte d knowing" ; 
and therefore , concret e experienc e i s value d a s a  criterio n o f mean -
ing;26 (2 ) Africa n America n wome n develo p knowledg e claim s 
through dialogue s wit h other s i n a  community ; th e very ac t o f speec h 
involves affirmatio n o f th e speaker; 27 (3 ) the ethi c o f carin g validate s 
the appropriatenes s o f emotion s i n dialogu e fo r bot h blac k wome n 
and wome n i n general ; "idea s canno t b e divorce d fro m th e individu -
als wh o creat e an d shar e them"; 28 (4 ) th e ethi c o f persona l account -
ability, i n whic h "al l view s expresse d an d action s take n ar e though t 
to deriv e fro m a  centra l se t o f cor e belief s tha t canno t b e othe r tha n 
personal," i s share d b y blac k cultur e an d wome n i n general. 29 B y re -
vealing commonalities , Collin s invite s th e Outside r in , bridge s th e 
gap between , an d suggest s tha t Insider s an d Outsider s occup y th e 
same space . 

Finally, i n "Th e Master' s Tool s Wil l Neve r Dismantl e th e Master' s 
House," Audr e Lord e challenge s wome n "t o reac h dow n int o tha t 
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deep plac e o f knowledg e insid e hersel f an d touc h tha t terro r an d 
loathing o f an y differenc e tha t live s there . See whose fac e i t wears." 30 

Insisting tha t i t i s no t th e plac e o f wome n o f colo r t o educat e whit e 
women a s t o thei r existence , differences , an d relativ e role s i n join t 
survival, Lord e suggest s tha t no t t o stud y th e othe r i s a n evasio n o f 
responsibility. Fro m thes e thre e articles , w e mus t conclud e tha t al -
though differenc e i s perceptible , i t i s als o bridgeable . Lugone s an d 
Collins sho w u s way s t o tea r dow n th e wall s betwee n th e Outside r 
and th e Insider ; Lord e tell s u s tha t w e must . 

Minh-Ha write s o f how th e dominan t cultur e ha s move d fro m car -
ing nothin g abou t th e interna l live s an d emotion s o f non-Anglo -
Saxon people s t o carin g abou t littl e else . Thu s w e see m obsesse d 
sometimes b y th e nee d t o uncove r o r someho w ge t a t Insiders ' sens e 
of self , "supposedl y throug h th e definition s the y hav e o f them -
selves."31 Fo r th e Insider , submittin g onesel f t o th e Outsider' s gaz e 
can be a n exhaustin g prospect , particularl y whe n th e Outside r show s 
so littl e willingnes s t o engag e i n th e sor t o f "worl d "-travel tha t i s 
constantly require d o f minoritie s i n Wester n culture . An d i t ma y b e 
that th e Outside r ca n trad e eye s wit h Insider s onl y i n fragmentar y 
moments, unles s sh e dwell s fo r a n extende d perio d withi n th e othe r 
culture an d experience s th e distortio n o f he r ow n gaze . Nevertheless , 
I a m heartene d b y wome n o f colo r suc h a s Lugones , Collins , an d 
Lorde, wh o encourag e an d exhor t th e Outside r t o sto p gazin g an d 
start interacting , t o stop being self-consciou s bu t no t los e her sensitiv -
ity, t o pa y attentio n t o wha t Insider s ar e sayin g abou t themselves , 
and abov e all , to engag e i n "lovin g perception. " 
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No Middle Ground? 
Men Teaching  Feminism 

J . S C O T T J O H N S O N , J E N N I F E R K E L L E N , 

G R E G S E I B E R T , a n d C E L I A 

S H A U G H N E S S Y 

"What doe s i t matte r wh o i s teachin g feminis t politica l theory ? Wha t 
does i t matte r wh o i s teaching? " Thi s i s ho w w e fou r responde d t o 
the questio n whethe r on e o f u s (Johnson ) shoul d o r shoul d no t b e 
teaching a  course i n which th e othe r thre e were enrolled . Bu t answer -
ing a  questio n wit h a  questio n i s not particularl y satisfying , no r wer e 
we conten t wit h th e response s w e receive d fro m ou r peers . When w e 
presented a  tal k t o facult y o n teachin g abou t gende r an d th e relatio n 
of gende r t o th e conten t o f a  cours e o n th e classic s o f politica l theor y 
and a  course o n feminis t theory , we wer e surprise d b y hostil e skepti -
cism from tenure d wome n facult y i n three differen t departments . Th e 
discussion quickl y polarized . Som e senio r wome n facult y wh o ha d 
fought t o ge t gende r issue s an d feminis t concern s int o th e curriculu m 
were no t willin g t o entertai n th e possibilit y tha t a  ma n coul d teac h 
feminism, becaus e the y fel t gende r wa s a  blindin g filter . Apparentl y 
the position the y wer e attackin g wa s on e tha t hel d tha t anyon e coul d 
teach feminis t theor y because gende r doesn' t matter . Ther e i s no mid -
dle groun d betwee n thes e position s a s the y sa w them . However , de -
nying me n th e opportunit y t o teac h feminis t theor y i s a  precautio n 
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that feminis t theor y doe s no t nee d t o take . Al l tha t i s require d i s a 
recognition tha t gende r doe s matte r i n teaching , an d tha t thi s ac -
knowledgment shoul d no t preven t teaching . I n fact , appreciatin g th e 
role tha t gende r play s ca n ofte n improv e a  cours e regardles s o f th e 
gender o f th e professor . Thi s essa y reflect s ou r experience s sur -
rounding a  cours e o n feminis t politica l theor y tha t wa s taugh t b y a 
man. 

Government 313 : Feminist Politica l Theor y wa s offere d fo r th e firs t 
time a t Sain t John's Universit y an d th e Colleg e o f Sain t Benedic t dur -
ing th e fall  semeste r o f 1994 . Seventeen students , eleve n me n an d si x 
women, enrolle d i n the class . We began by comparin g Susa n Estrich' s 
argument i n Real  Rape to th e discussio n b y Kati e Roiph e i n The  Morn-

ing After. Followin g tha t w e surveye d som e o f th e claim s made i n th e 
history o f politica l though t fro m Plato , throug h Rousseau , t o Freud . 
Most o f th e semeste r require d a n investigatio n o f th e feminis t re -
sponse an d positiv e critique . We used Rosemari e Tong' s introductor y 
textbook an d rea d selection s fro m theorist s representin g liberal , exis -
tential, Marxist , radical , an d socialis t feminisms . W e considere d th e 
debate ove r Adrienn e Rich' s "Compulsor y Heterosexualit y an d Les -
bian Existence " a s wel l a s tha t ove r Gilligan' s theor y o f A  Different 

Voice and a n ethi c o f care . Finally , w e considere d Naom i Wolf' s con -
ception o f powe r feminis m an d trie d t o se e whethe r i t fi t easil y int o 
any o f ou r origina l categories . Th e cours e wa s challengin g an d th e 
reading loa d heavy , bu t mos t o f th e student s wer e successfull y abl e 
to examin e criticall y th e idea s presented . 

Feminist politica l theor y i s ofte n assume d t o b e mor e tha n theor y 
because th e poin t o f feminis m i s to change th e world ; i n othe r words , 
feminist theor y withou t actio n i s no t reall y feminis t theory . Feminis t 
political theor y i s a  huma n activit y throug h whic h wome n hav e 
sought t o establis h thei r equality , thoug h differen t version s o f femi -
nist theor y hav e differen t program s fo r change . Historically , wome n 
also hav e use d feminis t theor y t o argu e fo r greate r particularize d 
benefits fo r themselve s a s a  clas s o r group . Student s sometime s hav e 
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difficulty separatin g th e analyti c portion s o f a  theor y fro m it s polic y 
recommendations. The y ofte n wan t th e righ t answe r an d unreflec -
tively accep t whateve r i s placed befor e the m unles s the y suspec t tha t 
it has a  partisan bias . Of course , feminis t theor y i s unabashedly parti -
san i n favo r o f th e equalit y o f wome n an d men , s o man y student s 
seem t o thin k o f i t a s propagand a instea d o f a  prope r subjec t fo r 
study. O n th e othe r hand , som e ma y fee l tha t me n canno t presen t 
feminist theor y sympatheticall y becaus e the y ar e no t suppose d t o be -
long t o th e grou p tha t feminis t theor y i s mean t t o benefit . W e argu e 
that bot h position s ar e mistaken . Feminis t theor y simpl y canno t b e 
dismissed a s politica l indoctrination , bu t becaus e o f th e baggage tha t 
the recen t backlas h ha s attache d t o th e subject , specia l car e mus t b e 
used i n it s teaching . 

As a  group , we believe tha t a  critica l approac h t o feminis t politica l 
theory allow s al l students , mal e an d female , t o gai n a  hol d o n diffi -
cult material , asses s it s strength s an d weaknesses , an d decid e fo r 
themselves whethe r t o adop t th e perspectiv e advocate d b y eac h vari -
ety of feminis t thought . W e maintain tha t i t is not possibl e t o simulta -
neously an d consistentl y hol d an d ac t o n al l th e varietie s o f feminis t 
political theory , sinc e th e debate s an d difference s amon g feminist s 
are significan t an d real . We obviousl y d o no t believ e tha t me n teach -
ing feminis t theor y ar e essentiall y an y bette r tha n wome n a t main -
taining a  critica l perspective o n th e subjec t matter , but w e suspec t th e 
tension betwee n teachin g feminis t theor y an d engagin g i n politica l 
activity, whic h i s inheren t i n th e subjec t matte r itself , explain s som e 
of th e questionin g eac h o f u s experience d durin g th e fall  o f 1994 . I n 
what follow s w e wil l describ e thos e experiences . 

Shaughnessy's Experience 

The firs t perso n I  tol d tha t I  wa s takin g feminis t theor y fro m Scot t 
Johnson immediatel y ha d a  question : "I s h e qualified? " I t struc k m e 
as od d tha t thi s perso n coul d no t believ e tha t a  mal e coul d eve r b e 
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qualified t o teac h feminis t theory . Other s aske d simila r questions , 
such as , "Wh y woul d h e wan t t o teac h that? " an d "Wha t interes t 
does h e hav e i n women' s issues? " N o on e ha d eve r questione d th e 
qualifications o f an y o f m y othe r professors . Furthermore , whe n w e 
gave th e tal k midsemester , Johnson' s senio r colleague s dismisse d m y 
ability a s a  studen t t o tal k abou t wha t I  had learne d i n hi s class , an d 
they ofte n ignore d wha t h e had t o say . The room wa s tense . I t looke d 
to m e a s i f i t ha d becom e a  powe r struggl e betwee n tw o youn g stu -
dents a s ne w wav e feminist s an d a n olde r generatio n o f wome n pro -
tecting thei r authorit y a s longtim e feminis t scholars . Me n wer e ex -
cluded. I t seeme d tha t the y though t gende r wa s onl y abou t wome n 
and onl y wome n coul d teac h o r tal k abou t it . 

I, o n th e othe r hand , though t i t wa s a  grea t ide a tha t a  mal e wa s 
teaching feminis t theory , because i t could brin g a  fresh perspectiv e t o 
issues I  though t demande d a  ne w look . I  wa s surprise d tha t peopl e 
assumed tha t becaus e Johnso n wa s male , h e wa s eithe r unqualifie d 
or lackin g legitimat e interes t i n th e subjec t matter . I  fel t tha t ques -
tioning th e qualification s o f m y professo r i n thi s clas s bu t no t i n oth -
ers was injectin g partisa n concern s into the realm o f academics . Whe n 
we gav e th e talk , Johnson's senio r colleague s eve n seeme d t o dismis s 
my experienc e a s a  woma n becaus e I  was learnin g abou t gende r an d 
feminism fro m a  man . M y friends ' response s t o the clas s reflected th e 
polarizing publi c debat e ove r feminism . Wome n coul d lov e o r hat e 
feminism, bu t no t choos e th e middle ground . Men , on the othe r hand , 
were expecte d t o oppos e feminis m an d rarel y allowe d t o b e sympa -
thetic o r supportive . Treatin g feminis m lik e an y othe r academi c sub -
ject—a middl e position—wa s no t acceptable . S o i t seeme d th e ide a 
of a  ma n bein g a n authorit y o n feminis t theor y wa s simpl y no t be -
lievable. 

From th e beginning , I  wa s comfortabl e i n th e classroom . Fo r th e 
first time , as a  woman, I  didn't fee l nervous abou t th e possibility (an d 
later th e reality ) o f disagreein g wit h th e feminis t mainstream . John -
son di d a  wonderfu l thing : h e neve r onc e lai d ou t wha t h e though t 
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feminist theor y wa s o r shoul d be . Tha t wa s th e questio n tha t (thank -
fully) plague d u s throug h th e entir e semester . Hi s refusa l t o defin e i t 
for u s wa s a  ke y reaso n th e clas s worke d fo r me . I n som e way s h e 
was mor e o f a  ver y educate d soundin g board . I  could as k an y ques -
tion o r bounc e m y idea s of f hi m an d usuall y ge t a  to n o f question s 
back. H e woul d neve r insis t tha t ther e wa s a  singl e se t wa y o f view -
ing thes e ideas . W e weren' t force d t o accep t o r rejec t a  standar d 
definition o f feminism . 

As a  woma n an d a  student , I  foun d thi s important . I  ha d alway s 
felt uncomfortabl e bein g calle d a  feminist becaus e I  wasn't reall y sur e 
that I  agree d wit h al l th e standar d popularize d definitions . I n thi s 
class, I  was give n th e roo m t o fin d an d gro w int o m y ow n definitio n 
of feminism . Johnso n woul d constantl y questio n part s o f th e defini -
tions tha t eac h o f u s cam e u p with , so tha t by th e end o f the semester , 
I understood an d coul d defen d exactl y wha t I  believed in . 

I fel t tha t Johnso n wa s ope n t o man y ne w idea s an d ne w theories , 
some o f whic h wer e highl y critica l o f earlie r version s o f feminis t 
thought. H e gav e u s a  wide variet y o f reading s offerin g man y vision s 
of feminism . Thi s gav e us , as a  new generation , a n opportunit y t o se e 
that alon g wit h th e liberal , Marxist , radical , an d socialis t feminist s 
there wer e lesbian , minority , an d eve n conservativ e feminists . T o 
know th e histor y an d developmen t o f thes e differen t strand s o f the -
ory i s of course importan t an d necessary . Bu t we need t o know wher e 
feminism i s today an d wher e i t i s goin g i n th e future . 

In m y opinion , th e historica l struggl e t o for m a  cohesiv e women' s 
movement ironicall y resulte d i n a  los s fo r individua l wome n o f th e 
opportunity t o choos e thei r ow n persona l identities . Th e individua l 
"I" wa s subsume d i n an d los t t o th e ideologica l "we, " define d a s al l 
oppressed women . Olde r version s o f feminis m obviousl y ca n spea k 
for an d abou t al l women , bu t les s an d les s d o the y spea k fo r an d 
about individua l women . The y certainl y don' t spea k t o me . I  thin k 
these olde r version s o f feminis m hav e becom e authoritarian . The y 
seem lik e a  clu b wit h particula r rules , lik e thos e proscribin g th e en -
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joyment o f se x becaus e women' s sexualit y ha s bee n create d b y th e 
male patriarcha l structur e fo r men' s enjoyment , o r rule s insistin g tha t 
men canno t b e par t o f th e solutio n becaus e the y ar e th e problem . I 
don't thin k tha t tha t kin d o f feminism , a s i t ha s bee n popularize d 
and satirize d i n th e media , wil l wor k fo r m e o r m y generatio n o f 
individual wome n an d me n workin g togethe r fo r greate r equality . 

Maybe Johnso n presente d a  mor e humanisti c approac h t o femi -
nism. B y mor e humanistic , I  mea n mor e inclusiv e an d mayb e mor e 
cooperative. I  no w believ e tha t feminis t theor y doe s no t hav e t o di -
vide me n an d wome n bu t ca n lea d t o a  bette r searc h fo r huma n 
equality. I  learned tha t feminis m shoul d no t mak e m e fee l a s i f I  ha d 
to choos e betwee n me n an d women . Thi s mad e m e realiz e tha t bot h 
men an d wome n hav e t o tak e responsibilit y an d actio n i n orde r t o 
change thought s an d institutions . I  did no t hav e t o b e a  male-bashe r 
to be a  feminist . No r di d I  have t o fee l lef t ou t o f the figh t fo r equalit y 
just becaus e I  di d no t agre e wit h no r accep t al l th e philosoph y o r 
theories tha t wome n befor e m e ha d believe d in . 

With Johnson' s knowledge , guidance , an d support , I  wa s abl e t o 
see th e male s an d female s i n m y class , as wel l a s my professor , a s al l 
part o f th e sam e struggl e t o recogniz e th e equalit y o f al l huma n be -
ings. I  don' t kno w whethe r Johnso n wa s mor e ope n t o thi s becaus e 
of hi s identity . Mayb e h e wa s tryin g t o mak e a  genuin e effor t t o re -
flect o n ho w everyone , includin g himself , i s implicate d i n th e prob -
lems, concerns , an d triumph s o f feminism . Thi s attemp t a t reflectio n 
shows u s a  huma n vie w o f equalit y an d feminism . I t i s wha t mad e 
the clas s work fo r me . 

Seibert's Experience 

Every colleg e studen t know s ho w importan t th e choic e o f professo r 
is t o th e succes s o f a  course . I f yo u fin d th e perfec t professor , the n 
even th e wors t clas s you ca n thin k o f ca n be mad e worthwhile . How -
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ever, eve n th e mos t interestin g subjec t matte r ca n b e mad e deathl y 
dull b y th e wron g professor . 

These thought s occurre d t o m e a s I  signe d u p fo r a  clas s o n femi -
nist theory , a  clas s bein g taugh t by , I  migh t add , a  man . Fo r som e 
reason i t di d strik e m e a s od d tha t a  woma n wa s no t teachin g th e 
course, but I  had t o tak e th e cours e anywa y s o I  signe d up . Initially , 
I thought a  male professo r i n thi s clas s woul d hav e t o be eithe r com -
pletely effeminate—borderin g o n gay—o r els e totally oppose d t o ev -
erything h e wa s teaching . O n th e othe r hand , I  though t an y woma n 
teaching thi s clas s coul d no t hel p bu t becom e adaman t abou t on e 
aspect o f th e movemen t o r anothe r becaus e o f he r persona l experi -
ences. I  couldn' t se e an y middl e groun d betwee n thes e positions . A s 
I look back , i t i s clea r t o m e tha t th e gende r o f th e professo r affecte d 
the vie w I  took o f th e class . 

Feminism ha s alway s give n m e th e creeps . I n part , thi s i s becaus e 
I ha d bee n confronte d wit h onl y th e mos t radical , abrasive , an d out -
spoken example s o f th e feminis t movement . Thes e ar e th e one s tha t 
make goo d pres s an d gra b th e spotlight . Non e o f th e histor y behin d 
feminism i s eve r presented , an d w e me n ar e no t ofte n allowe d t o se e 
the rea l tenet s behin d th e differen t wave s o f feminism . I t i s difficul t 
to discove r th e entir e pictur e o f feminis m becaus e o f th e media' s dis -
tortions. For me n t o be sympatheti c t o feminism, the y need t o se e th e 
origins o f th e movemen t an d th e reason s fo r it s existence . 

I wil l b e th e firs t t o admi t tha t th e fac t tha t Johnso n wa s a  mal e 
helped m e i n thi s class . I knew ful l wel l tha t he wa s bringin g hi s ow n 
prejudices t o the classroo m an d tha t thes e prejudice s wer e a s muc h a 
struggle fo r hi m a s min e wer e fo r me . Becaus e h e i s a  man , I  wa s 
more ope n an d fel t mor e comfortabl e askin g th e question s I  though t 
were important . I  di d no t fee l I  wa s bein g viewe d a s th e enemy . I 
believed h e ha d probabl y gon e throug h al l th e sam e struggle s tha t I 
have i n tryin g t o figur e ou t wh o h e i s i n relatio n t o th e materia l h e 
was tryin g t o teac h us . 
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In th e past , wheneve r I  trie d t o discus s wit h wome n issue s lik e 
rape, gende r identity , power , an d th e famil y unit , the y alway s mad e 
me fee l a s i f I  had n o clu e whatsoeve r abou t wha t wa s happenin g i n 
their world . I  was mad e t o fee l a s i f I  were incapabl e o f empathizin g 
with the m an d thei r plight . Encounter s suc h a s thes e mad e m e thin k 
that I  ha d n o wa y o f eve r understandin g wha t wa s happenin g t o 
them becaus e I  wa s no t a  woman . Sittin g ther e i n clas s listenin g t o 
and talkin g wit h anothe r ma n wh o wa s obviousl y wel l verse d i n th e 
tenets o f feminis t theor y mad e m e se e tha t I  di d hav e th e abilit y t o 
grab hol d o f th e concept s involved . Accusation s wer e no t throw n a t 
the clas s a t any poin t wit h regar d t o patriarchal structure s o r th e rap e 
of women . Whe n w e examine d thes e topics , we examine d hypotheti -
cal causes in light o f th e evidenc e tha t wa s presente d b y th e theorists . 
Arguments, no t accusations , were th e centra l subjec t o f th e class . This 
shifted th e focu s awa y fro m wha t me n ha d don e t o wome n ove r th e 
years an d towar d a  consideratio n o f th e implication s o f thos e action s 
and th e questio n o f wha t w e shoul d d o now. Thu s idea s wer e alway s 
fair game , but th e individual s i n th e clas s wer e not . 

I foun d mysel f becomin g a  bette r ma n fo r strugglin g throug h th e 
course. Johnso n kne w wha t h e wa s talkin g about , an d tha t i s wha t 
made th e clas s run th e way i t did . I  am gla d tha t h e allowe d th e clas s 
to ru n itsel f whe n i t would , an d coul d kee p i t goin g whe n th e ton e 
of th e clas s required intervention . H e ha d n o proble m acquaintin g u s 
with th e theoretica l framework s o f th e wid e variet y o f feminis t theo -
ries, but a t th e feelin g leve l he seeme d t o be learnin g righ t alon g wit h 
us. Thi s provide d th e atmospher e tha t peopl e nee d i n orde r t o learn . 
The class became a  group endeavor . Th e process becomes muc h mor e 
effective i f th e perso n yo u ar e lookin g u p t o i s tryin g a s har d a s yo u 
are t o reall y gras p th e impac t o f th e issue s involved . Johnso n le t u s 
see wha t i t was lik e t o struggl e throug h th e issues . I  do no t thin k th e 
gender o f my professo r hampere d th e clas s o r in an y wa y diminishe d 
the knowledg e I  gained . I f th e worl d want s me n t o becom e bette r 
men, the n mor e me n shoul d teac h feminis t theor y an d mor e me n 
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should tak e classe s i n it . Th e informatio n an d theorie s containe d i n 
the movemen t hol d th e powe r fo r bot h halve s o f th e populatio n t o 
be liberated . 

Johnson's Experience 

It migh t hel p fo r yo u t o kno w tha t I  a m a  politica l scientist , broadl y 
trained i n publi c polic y an d politica l theor y a t Carleto n College , th e 
University o f Chicago , an d Stanfor d University . I  hav e worke d 
closely wit h Susa n Molle r Okin , Elisabet h Hansot , an d Jennife r Ring , 
as wel l a s othe r politica l theorist s her e an d there . I  teac h politica l 
theory an d America n politic s a t Sain t John' s University , a n all-mal e 
college offerin g a  coeducationa l curriculu m i n conjunctio n wit h th e 
all-female Colleg e o f Sain t Benedic t locate d a  fe w mile s dow n th e 
road. Abou t a  thir d o f m y teachin g focuse s o n gende r issues : male , 
female, straight , an d gay . I  participated i n th e constructio n o f a  ne w 
gender studie s an d women' s studie s mino r an d wor k o n a  men' s de -
velopment researc h group . I  designed th e cours e taugh t las t semeste r 
based o n syllab i fro m Oki n an d Ring , an d I  teac h i t her e becaus e n o 
one els e i n m y departmen t ha s th e trainin g an d desir e t o offe r th e 
same kin d o f course , despit e th e obviou s nee d fo r on e i n ou r depart -
ment. 

Since I  a m writin g thi s essa y wit h thre e o f m y student s a s a n op -
portunity fo r eac h o f u s t o reflec t o n wh o w e ar e i n relatio n t o th e 
class, I  think i t helps t o hav e som e ide a a s t o wh o I  am, especiall y a s 
my student s wer e ofte n aske d whethe r I  kne w anythin g abou t th e 
subject o r wh y I  ha d a n interes t i n teachin g feminis t theory . I  hav e 
learned a  lo t abou t mysel f b y teachin g thi s cours e an d writin g thi s 
essay. Th e section s abou t m y coauthors ' experience s suggeste d t o m e 
that the y learne d mor e fro m th e clas s tha n I  could possibl y hav e pu t 
into it , an d surprisingly , eac h o f the m seem s t o hav e take n a  slightl y 
different class . 

Of th e many thing s tha t unnerve d m e durin g th e semeste r I  taugh t 
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Feminist Politica l Theory , som e o f th e comment s writte n by m y coau -
thors wer e th e mos t disturbing . Whe n I  firs t bega n studyin g feminis t 
theory, th e backlas h agains t th e movemen t ha d barel y move d int o 
full swing . While i t seeme d tha t fe w me n wer e trul y intereste d i n th e 
material, no one , male o r female , appeare d reall y put of f b y th e work . 
Everyone i n th e classe s I  ha d take n wa s ther e becaus e the y wante d 
to be . Therefore , whe n I  walked int o Feminis t Politica l Theory , I  wa s 
somewhat unprepare d fo r a  hostil e femal e audienc e i n a  clas s wit h 
almost twic e a s many me n a s women enrolled . Non e o f the men wer e 
pro-feminist; a t bes t the y wer e indifferent . Som e student s ha d signe d 
up fo r th e clas s simpl y becaus e the y neede d a  politica l theor y clas s 
that semeste r an d ha d n o idea , much les s cared , wha t th e topi c o f th e 
course woul d be . Eve n m y coauthor s repor t tha t the y initiall y cam e 
into th e clas s wit h thei r prejudice s fir m an d thei r critica l capacitie s 
somewhat dormant . 

I suppos e I  alway s ha d know n tha t b y teachin g thi s clas s I  wa s 
going t o ste p o n toe s an d twea k a  fe w noses , s o I  shoul d no t hav e 
been surprise d b y th e reporte d assault s o n th e course' s legitimac y 
based solely , a s i t seems , o n th e fac t tha t I  a m male . Som e o f th e 
questioners wer e students , bu t other s wer e faculty . Earlie r w e dis -
cussed th e polarize d receptio n t o a  publi c tal k w e gav e o n teachin g 
gender i n a  variet y o f courses . Som e o f m y student s hav e reporte d 
that the y wer e contacte d b y senio r facult y an d questione d abou t th e 
class conten t an d m y approach . Whe n facult y privatel y questio n an -
other professor' s credibility , tha t ca n hav e a  seriou s effec t o n a  class , 
even i f thos e question s neve r becom e public . Fo r al l thes e reasons , I 
was surprise d tha t th e cours e worke d a s wel l a s i t did . Fortunately , 
my departmen t ha s approve d th e cours e a s a  regula r offerin g fo r a s 
long a s I  would lik e t o teac h it . 

I teach m y upper-divisio n undergraduat e course s b y usin g discus -
sion. A s on e studen t ha s alread y reported , i n clas s I  se e m y rol e a s 
being a  highly receptive , highly concentrated , highl y critica l audienc e 
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of on e wh o reflect s informatio n bac k t o student s i n orde r t o hel p 
them improv e thei r performance . Th e mor e I  ca n leav e initiativ e t o 
the students , th e better . A  teache r mus t us e th e energ y an d experi -
ence tha t th e student s bring t o a  class meeting, an d th e student s mus t 
be awar e o f ho w I  see m y rol e a s wel l a s theirs . 

The philosophy o f teachin g tha t I  am describin g here , the develop -
ment o f th e professo r int o a n audienc e o f one , put s a n obligatio n o n 
the studen t t o tak e responsibilit y fo r hi s o r he r ow n learning . A 
teacher a s a n audienc e o f on e canno t wor k effectivel y i f th e student s 
do no t d o thei r wor k competently . Thi s mean s tha t I  a m ofte n onl y 
as goo d a s m y students ; bu t i t als o mean s tha t a s a n attentiv e audi -
ence, I  tak e whateve r the y brin g t o th e classroo m an d mol d i t 
through carefu l criticism . I  reflect thei r input , individuall y an d collec -
tively, s o the y ca n bette r se e themselve s an d wha t the y ar e learning . 

When playin g th e rol e o f a n audienc e o f one , I  ma y appea r t o b e 
doing nothin g t o th e casua l outsid e observer , bu t b y th e intensit y o f 
my concentration , by th e focus o f my attention , I  will be communicat -
ing to the student s wha t the y need t o know. Thi s self-effacement doe s 
not com e easily , bu t I  believe i t i s a  necessar y characteristi c o f goo d 
teachers. I t als o hide s th e amoun t o f preparatio n tha t goe s int o th e 
design o f a  syllabus , th e selectio n o f th e reading s fo r eac h day , th e 
thinking throug h o f the possible a s well a s the probable cours e o f tha t 
day's conversation , an d th e effor t tha t effectiv e reflectio n require s t o 
draw ou t th e students ' criticism s o f th e reading . 

I develope d thi s approac h t o teachin g fro m m y wor k i n theater . 
Tyrone Guthri e firs t argue d tha t a  directo r i s primaril y a n audienc e 
of on e i n th e sam e wa y tha t I  hav e suggeste d a  teache r is . Muc h 
research o n teachin g suggest s tha t a  student-centere d approac h help s 
students g o beyon d mer e knowledg e acquisitio n an d begi n applyin g 
the concept s the y hav e learned . I t wa s onl y afte r havin g settle d o n 
this philosoph y o f teachin g tha t m y researc h o n feminis t theor y un -
covered severa l discussion s o f feminis t pedagog y tha t recommende d 
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a simila r approach . Thes e found tha t whil e me n tende d t o be grante d 
authority i n th e classroo m automatically , wome n wer e ofte n denie d 
it. Th e author s o f thes e discussion s the n trie d t o desig n a  feminis t 
pedagogy tha t simultaneousl y mad e a  virtu e ou t o f a n unfortunat e 
reality. 

In m y classes , I  attempt t o she d th e authorit y normall y grante d t o 
professors s o tha t m y student s ca n se e m e a s a  learner , muc h lik e 
them, wh o simpl y ha s bee n studyin g feminis t politica l theor y fo r a 
bit longe r tha n the y have . I  certainl y d o no t wan t the m t o confus e 
my opinion s wit h th e righ t answer s t o th e man y question s I  as k i n 
my classes . In fac t mos t o f m y question s hav e no singl e righ t answer s 
even thoug h som e hav e demonstrabl y wron g ones . I t was ironi c tha t 
an olde r generatio n o f feminist s di d no t accep t m y authorit y t o teac h 
feminist politica l theor y eve n thoug h m y philosoph y o f teachin g wa s 
based o n sheddin g som e o f tha t authorit y i n th e classroom . Th e at -
tack o n m y authorit y b y other s no t i n th e clas s actuall y helpe d brea k 
down th e barriers between th e student s an d mysel f a s their professor . 

This teachin g strateg y canno t guarante e successfu l learnin g an y 
more tha n it s alternatives . B y successful learnin g I  mean tha t th e stu -
dent ha s criticall y engage d opposin g argument s an d foun d way s t o 
discover o r strengthe n hi s o r he r ow n position . A  failur e occurre d 
when a  studen t coul d neve r quit e se e pas t hi s o r he r ow n prejudice s 
and hi s o r he r critica l facultie s remaine d i n hibernation . Thu s a  fail -
ure doesn' t mea n th e studen t decline d t o become a  feminist , onl y tha t 
he o r sh e decline d t o think . A  studen t wh o stil l canno t distinguis h 
between MacKinno n an d Oki n ye t believe s i n everythin g eac h say s 
without noticin g o r questionin g thei r difference s i s a  flop , ye t a  stu -
dent wh o spend s a n entir e semeste r engagin g i n th e argument s whil e 
still rejectin g al l feminis t theor y i n favo r o f traditiona l patriarcha l 
family value s can coun t th e course a s a  successful learnin g experienc e 
if an d onl y i f h e o r sh e ha s though t throug h th e reason s fo r an d 
against patriarch y an d ca n construc t a  cogen t argumen t fo r thei r tra -
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ditional position . Th e main goa l informing m y philosoph y o f teachin g 
is gettin g student s t o thin k fo r themselves , whic h ultimatel y ma y 
allow the m t o chang e thei r belief s bu t doe s no t requir e it . 

In reflectin g o n wh o I  am i n relatio n t o m y teachin g styl e an d th e 
particular subject s I  teach , I  believe th e ke y facto r ha s bee n comfort . 
I am comfortabl e wit h wh o I  am an d ho w I  go abou t wha t I  do. I  ca n 
shed authorit y i n th e classroo m becaus e th e los s o f ran k doe s no t 
threaten m y sens e o f wh o I  am, an d I  think student s ca n rea d tha t i n 
my approac h t o them . Thi s allow s m y student s greate r freedo m t o 
find themselve s i n relatio n t o th e difficul t issue s raise d i n th e book s 
and article s assigne d an d discussed . Sheddin g authorit y migh t b e 
easier fo r me n because the y ar e automatically grante d it , but th e mai n 
point I  want t o emphasiz e i s tha t a  cooperativ e styl e o f teachin g tha t 
empowers student s t o mak e thei r ow n learnin g choice s an d the n 
holds the m responsibl e fo r thos e choice s i s an effectiv e teachin g strat -
egy regardles s o f subjec t matte r o r th e teacher' s gender . 

I a m no t femal e an d canno t actuall y experienc e fo r mysel f muc h 
of wha t som e feminist s theorize . Bu t I  am als o no t Plato , nor Hobbes , 
nor Rousseau , an d I  canno t directl y experienc e muc h o f wha t the y 
wrote abou t either . Fo r m e th e fac t tha t I  am neithe r femal e no r Plat o 
has som e effec t o n m y teaching , bu t i t doe s no t preven t m e fro m 
challenging m y student s t o reflec t o n wh o the y ar e i n relatio n t o th e 
material a t han d o r wh o th e author s wer e i n relatio n t o wha t the y 
wrote. Bein g mal e doe s affec t ho w I  se e th e world , bu t I  ca n recog -
nize tha t bia s an d mus t accep t i t i n orde r t o wor k throug h it . Bein g 
male give s n o extr a insigh t int o knowledge . Wh o I  a m i s simpl y a 
precondition, a  se t o f changin g filters , throug h whic h I  experience th e 
world. Th e identitie s o f reader s an d writers , teacher s an d students , 
are clearl y german e t o man y classroo m discussions , bu t onl y t o th e 
extent tha t suc h discussio n further s th e consideratio n o f ideas . I f th e 
discussion o f identit y degenerate s int o a d homine m attack s a s a  wa y 
of avoidin g idea s an d critica l thought , the n n o on e i s learning . 
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Kellen's Experience 

When I  firs t signe d u p fo r thi s clas s I  though t tha t I  woul d b e ver y 
closely relate d t o th e subjec t matter , simpl y becaus e o f m y gender . I 
expected th e cours e t o focu s primaril y o n women' s experience s an d 
issues tha t had bee n exclude d fro m th e politica l cano n (an d histor y i n 
general) an d o n how thi s exclusion had affecte d and , more important , 
hindered women . I  wa s mor e o r les s expectin g t o hea r a  one-side d 
version o f th e story—th e on e sid e o f th e stor y tha t ha d bee n los t i n 
history, th e on e sid e o f th e stor y tha t ha d bee n force d t o tak e a  back -
seat t o th e mal e versio n o f th e story . I  wa s drawin g thi s conclusio n 
under th e assumptio n tha t th e experiences , issues , an d event s tha t 
had alread y bee n publishe d i n th e politica l theor y cano n (an d his -
tory) wer e "male/ 7 

I als o ha d severa l question s abou t wha t feminis m was , o r ho w i t 
could b e defined , an d wha t th e rol e o f feminis t theor y ha s bee n an d 
could be . Above all , I wanted t o kno w ho w I , as a  woman, fi t int o al l 
this (feminism , feminis t theory , etc.) . A s th e clas s progressed , I 
learned tha t mos t feminis t theorists , especiall y th e politica l theorists , 
have writte n thei r text s i n respons e t o o r a s rebuttal s o f th e standard , 
widely accepte d cano n compose d o f work s b y Locke , Hobbes , Plato , 
and s o on , al l o f who m hav e exclude d wome n an d women' s experi -
ences fro m thei r texts . On e o f th e chie f reason s fo r feminists ' re -
sponses i s a n attemp t t o redres s th e imbalanc e an d th e imperfec t vi -
sion o f th e politica l theor y canon . Thes e attempt s a t interventio n 
reexamine aspect s o f huma n experienc e tha t hav e bee n ignore d be -
cause the y hav e bee n assume d t o b e jus t lik e th e mal e experience . A 
second reaso n fo r th e response s i s tha t participatio n i n th e cano n i s 
in par t determine d b y reflectio n an d redeploymen t o f issue s alread y 
extant i n th e canon . Lock e respond s t o Filme r an d Hobbes , Woll -
stonecraft critique s Roussea u an d Burke . Afte r participatin g i n th e 
class and learnin g o f the exchang e between feminis t theorist s an d tra -
ditional theorists , I  expande d m y vie w o f ho w th e worl d worked . I 
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had a  bette r sens e o f th e relationshi p betwee n politica l theor y an d 
my politics . 

As the cours e progressed I  realized tha t both wome n an d me n ha d 
been falsel y represente d i n th e politica l theor y canon , a s wel l a s i n 
history. Furthermore , approachin g th e clas s a s somethin g valuabl e 
solely fo r women , o r expectin g t o learn just abou t wome n an d t o "se t 
the stor y straight " wa s extremel y shortsighte d o n m y part . I  had en -
tered th e clas s under th e fals e assumptio n tha t th e world a s we kne w 
it, o r a s i t had bee n presente d t o u s i n th e traditiona l politica l theor y 
canon, wa s a  tru e an d accurat e representatio n o f wha t i s "male. " 
Eventually I  began t o understan d tha t no t onl y ha d women' s experi -
ences bee n lef t ou t o f things , bu t s o ha d man y men' s experiences . 
Traditional, unreflectiv e conception s o f gende r role s ha d bee n dam -
aging fo r bot h genders—hinderin g al l ou r experiences . Therefore , t o 
experience th e vas t spectru m o f characteristic s tha t ou r humanit y i s 
composed of , w e nee d t o begi n t o recogniz e an d understan d tha t al l 
of u s hav e bee n limite d b y th e canonica l expectations . 

To understand th e world , w e nee d t o understand bot h side s o f th e 
story, an d w e nee d t o fus e bot h fragment s togethe r t o se e th e bi g 
picture. I t i s fairl y accepte d tha t t o argu e effectivel y i t i s advanta -
geous t o kno w you r opponent' s argument . I  think th e sam e strateg y 
can b e applie d t o understandin g "ho w th e worl d works"—w e nee d 
to gathe r al l th e informatio n an d viewpoint s an d experienc e tha t w e 
can fro m al l th e fragment s tha t constitut e th e world , the n w e nee d t o 
fuse the m together , an d hopefully , lookin g a t thi s big picture , we wil l 
gain som e insigh t o n ho w t o understan d things . 

The clai m tha t onl y wome n ca n teac h feminis t politica l theor y i s 
based o n th e fals e assumptio n tha t onl y wome n ca n learn , under -
stand, o r teac h abou t issue s relate d t o women . Thi s i s a  damagin g 
assumption no t onl y becaus e i t limit s men , bu t becaus e i t limit s 
women a s well . Fro m wha t I  learne d i n class , an d th e wa y I  under -
stood it , the women' s movemen t i s working towar d equalit y tha t wil l 
allow wome n (an d men ) t o experienc e thei r ful l humanity . Thi s 
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equality suggest s a n abolitio n o f essentiall y gender-specifi c role s o f 
the kind tha t divid e al l activities into women's wor k an d men' s work . 
If onl y wome n ca n teac h feminis t theor y becaus e i t i s abou t women , 
then th e standar d feminis t charg e agains t th e mainstrea m (male ) 
canon suggest s tha t wome n canno t teac h politica l theor y becaus e i t i s 
only abou t men . Thi s i s both ironi c an d sexist . Wome n ar e capabl e o f 
teaching, learning , an d understandin g subject s tha t the y hav e bee n 
historically exclude d from , an d s o ar e men . Feminism , a s I  now un -
derstand it , expand s ho w w e approach , view , an d understan d th e 
world. 

It i s importan t t o vie w feminis t theor y i n a n objectiv e way , al -
though th e subjec t matte r i s ofte n ver y conduciv e t o a  subjectiv e ap -
proach. Bu t I  thin k i t i s dangerou s t o approac h feminis t theor y i n a 
narrow an d fragmente d way . A s wit h an y subject , approachin g femi -
nist theory i n a  narrow wa y limit s and exclude s valuable information . 
Studying, learning , o r understandin g feminis t theor y i n narro w an d 
noninclusive fragment s seem s t o b e contrar y t o wha t feminis t theor y 
is actuall y tryin g t o do—broade n th e informatio n i n th e ol d canon , 
expand ou r understandin g an d definitio n o f equality , and expan d ou r 
understanding o f femal e an d male . 

This cours e ha d a  tremendou s impac t o n me . W e nee d t o under -
stand me n an d wome n i n orde r t o understan d ho w th e world works . 
If men ar e include d i n th e ques t t o learn from , understand , an d teac h 
feminist politica l theory , w e al l migh t bette r b e abl e t o gai n ne w in -
sights fro m th e ol d cano n a s wel l a s develo p ne w politica l theorie s 
about ho w th e worl d work s an d why . Mor e important , thi s cours e 
helped m e understan d tha t feminis m wa s jus t on e versio n o f th e hu -
man ques t fo r equalit y fo r all . I  have com e t o believe tha t i t i s impos -
sible t o achiev e equalit y i n a  one-side d manner , o r b y focusin g o n 
only on e side . True equalit y woul d inevitabl y affec t al l people; there -
fore, i t canno t b e approache d a s somethin g on e sid e fight s for , o r 
something on e sid e "gives " the othe r side . I t needs t o be approache d 

100 



No Middle Ground?  Men Teaching  Feminism 101 

as somethin g tha t w e al l wor k towar d together—somethin g tha t w e 
all need , deserve , an d ow e t o eac h other , together . 

Conclusion: No Middle Ground? 

Feminist politica l theor y i s a n appropriat e academi c subjec t fo r un -
dergraduates t o lear n an d facult y t o teach . Ther e i s a  distinctiv e cor e 
to th e subject : i t i s grounded i n th e stud y o f th e relationshi p betwee n 
equality an d differenc e wit h regar d t o se x an d gender . Par t o f th e 
rhetoric tha t wa s use d t o justify th e inclusio n o f women' s studie s a s 
an academi c disciplin e wa s th e clai m tha t al l previous wor k ha s bee n 
the stud y o f me n b y men . I n par t thi s clai m wa s true , but mos t i f no t 
all o f tha t wor k neve r considere d question s o f gende r o r wha t bein g 
a ma n reall y meant . Eve n toda y som e version s o f th e ne w men' s 
studies movemen t tr y t o borro w th e insight s o f feminis t theor y an d 
apply the m directl y t o th e stud y o f men , thu s onc e agai n failin g t o 
consider criticall y wha t difference s ther e migh t b e betwee n me n an d 
women. Othe r version s o f men' s studie s ar e crud e illustration s o f th e 
backlash agains t th e gain s o f feminis t politica l activity , an d onc e 
again ignor e th e actua l stud y o f me n an d thei r difference s fro m 
women. 

Feminist theor y focuse s o n th e relationshi p betwee n gende r differ -
ence an d gende r equality . Thi s stud y ca n be don e b y me n o r women . 
To prejudge th e conclusion s o f suc h stud y based o n th e gende r o f th e 
investigator reflect s poorl y o n th e holder o f tha t prejudice . Thi s i s no t 
to sa y tha t al l prejudice s o r assumption s ca n b e ignored . The y mus t 
be sough t out , identified , recognized , an d analyzed . Wha t w e trie d t o 
do i n thi s clas s wa s t o examin e a  wid e variet y o f text s an d notic e 
how certai n assumption s hel d prio r t o th e researc h woul d mak e th e 
conclusions o f th e studie s congregat e withi n narro w ranges . Radica l 
feminists wil l fin d tha t me n a s a  clas s dominat e wome n a s a  class , 
while libera l feminist s wil l fin d tha t changin g th e rule s ma y allo w 
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the suppose d dominatio n t o lesse n ove r time . I n n o cas e di d w e fin d 
that th e gende r o f th e write r wa s th e mos t importan t assumptio n 
needed t o ge t t o th e conclusion . W e foun d tha t regardles s o f gender , 
those wh o chos e t o work i n a  radica l framewor k woul d com e t o radi -
cal conclusions , jus t a s i f w e chos e t o us e liberalis m a s ou r fram e w e 
would com e t o conclusion s consisten t wit h it s predictions . 

Teaching feminis t politica l theor y unsympatheticall y o r uncriticall y 
calls int o questio n politica l theory—no t jus t feminism—a s wel l a s 
the merit s o f th e professor . W e d o no t expec t an y theor y t o be taugh t 
as i f i t were unquestionable , bu t w e als o d o no t expec t theorie s t o b e 
taught a s i f the y hav e n o merit . I f th e cours e wer e designe d t o pre -
vent student s fro m becomin g feminist s o r politica l theorists , the n th e 
course woul d b e a  failure . Bu t teachin g feminis t theor y a s a n aca -
demic subjec t nee d no t creat e a  classroo m o f feminists . No r shoul d 
teaching feminis t theor y simpl y b e preachin g t o th e choir . Ou r argu -
ment i s plainl y tha t a  critica l approac h t o thinkin g abou t feminis t 
theory lead s t o a  bette r understandin g o f it s variet y an d impac t an d 
does no t depen d o n th e gende r o f th e professo r o r th e student . 

The identit y o f th e professo r i s german e t o a  conversatio n abou t 
teaching onl y t o th e exten t tha t identit y affect s o r biase s ideas . O f 
course identit y serve s a s a  filter , bu t tha t filte r nee d no t remai n unex -
amined. Lik e al l assumptions , identit y to o shoul d b e examined , o r i t 
certainly migh t bia s conclusions . Bu t th e contrar y assumptio n w e 
faced i n thi s course—tha t male s ar e essentiall y unqualifie d t o teac h 
feminist politica l theory—suffer s fro m a  lac k o f critica l examination . 
In ou r experienc e i n thi s course , identity di d matter , i t was examined , 
and i t helpe d u s al l towar d a  bette r understandin g o f th e material . 
We believ e tha t thos e wh o challenge d th e cours e faile d t o conside r 
adequately thei r ow n assumption s an d ground s fo r thei r challenge . 
While w e starte d wit h th e polarize d debat e whethe r me n ca n o r can -
not teac h feminis t politica l theor y an d foun d littl e middl e groun d i n 
this binar y opposition , w e ende d wit h a  differen t formulatio n o f th e 
issue. B y lookin g a t wha t w e fee l mus t hav e bee n th e reaso n behin d 
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the opposition , w e thin k w e hav e foun d a  solution . Thi s i s th e obvi -
ous compromise : identit y i s a n assumptio n tha t shoul d b e examine d 
by everyon e whe n teachin g o r learnin g feminis t theory . Th e clai m 
that suggest s tha t onl y mal e identitie s b e examine d seem s t o u s jus t 
as untenable a s the clai m tha t onl y women hav e a  gender . Eac h o f us , 
male an d femal e alike , learne d abou t ourselve s a s w e learne d abou t 
feminism. 

NOTE 

The authors gratefully acknowledg e the help received from Gail Wise, Jane 
Opitz, and Katherine Mayberry. 
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The Discipline of  History and the 
Demands of Identity Politics 

C H R I S T I E F A R N H A M 

"When Christi e Pope [Farnham ] entere d th e room, there was immedi -
ate whisperin g an d shock . On e questio n tha t quickl y entere d every -
one's min d was , Ho w coul d a  whit e professo r teac h blac k student s 
about African-America n history? " Thi s quot e fro m th e Apri l 199 1 
newsletter o f th e Blac k Cultura l Cente r a t Iow a Stat e Universit y pos -
its th e proble m o f identit y politic s i n a  nutshell . I t raise s question s o f 
both authenticit y an d authority , no t ou t o f concer n fo r som e philo -
sophical abstraction , bu t ou t o f th e increasin g ange r an d alienatio n 
that characteriz e s o man y Africa n America n yout h o n today' s colleg e 
campuses. They fee l that , historically, the treatmen t o f African Ameri -
cans ha s bee n s o crue l an d inhuman , s o contemptuou s an d stil l un -
recompensed tha t an y norma l blac k studen t must , o n a t leas t som e 
level, be enrage d tha t a  white , whose ancestor s cam e willingl y rathe r 
than i n chain s t o thi s countr y t o tak e advantag e o f th e wealt h tha t 
slavery created , woul d hav e th e audacit y t o lectur e Africa n Ameri -
cans o n thei r history . 

Blacks, however , ar e no t th e onl y student s wh o registe r fo r m y 
upper-division surve y course s i n Africa n America n history . I n fact , 
they ar e outnumbere d b y whit e student s wh o represen t a  self-se -
lected grou p whos e interes t i n th e subjec t grow s occasionall y ou t o f 
personal relationship s wit h black s bu t mor e frequentl y ou t o f a n ab -
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horrence o f th e injustice s Africa n American s hav e suffere d i n a  soci -
ety tha t idealize s freedo m an d equality . Th e whit e student s diffe r 
from thei r blac k peers , however , i n thei r commitmen t t o th e notio n 
of a  color-blin d society. 1 Ye t thi s commitmen t i s occasionall y accom -
panied b y a n unexamine d tendenc y t o judg e blac k experience s b y 
white norms , whic h account s fo r thei r ofte n silen t dissen t fro m th e 
insistence b y Africa n America n student s tha t blac k cultura l differ -
ences be validated . 

While white s com e t o th e subjec t fro m a  differen t perspective , 
many accep t th e sam e notio n o f authenticit y an d authorit y tha t ani -
mates th e quot e a t th e beginnin g o f thi s essay . Althoug h I  hav e de -
voted man y year s t o readin g an d researchin g i n th e fiel d o f Africa n 
American history , whit e student s wan t t o hear th e view s o f th e blac k 
students o n th e issue s raised . Thi s i s no t simpl y a  matte r o f bein g 
interested i n th e inpu t o f student s fro m th e grou p whos e histor y i s 
under discussion , a s importan t a s tha t is . I t i s als o th e belie f that , n o 
matter tha t th e interpretation s I  present ar e ofte n th e result s o f blac k 
scholarship, wha t Africa n America n student s hav e t o sa y i s th e "rea l 
truth" o n th e subject . 

In thi s regard , whit e student s ar e no differen t fro m whit e adminis -
trators an d facult y wh o ofte n appoin t blac k facult y t o positions i n th e 
field o f black studie s o n th e basis o f th e colo r o f thei r ski n rathe r tha n 
on th e focu s o f thei r research . Fo r example , th e black mal e appointe d 
by th e dea n o f th e Colleg e o f Libera l Art s an d Science s t o hea d th e 
African America n studie s progra m a t m y institutio n las t yea r teache s 
in th e departmen t o f chemica l engineering . 

Permitting pigmentatio n t o impute a n aur a o f authenticit y an d au -
thority i s a  typ e o f stereotypin g t o whic h socia l scienc e researc h o n 
the natur e o f prejudic e ove r th e pas t thirt y year s shoul d hav e sensi -
tized al l Americans. Ye t even Africa n American s ar e capabl e o f stere -
otyping whit e faculty . Th e curren t climat e o f intoleran t conservatis m 
encourages man y o f the m t o assum e tha t n o whit e wil l se e anythin g 
positive i n Na t Turne r an d resistanc e o r i n Marcu s Garve y an d cul -
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tural nationalism , fo r example . No r woul d the y expec t t o se e a  sig -
nificant portio n o f th e syllabu s i n a n Africa n America n histor y cours e 
taught by a  white instructo r begi n with a  lengthy overvie w o f Africa n 
history an d culture . The assumptio n i s that white s wil l no t teac h any -
thing damagin g t o th e reputatio n o f whites , lik e th e rap e o f blac k 
women b y whit e men , an d tha t course s taugh t b y white s wil l b e for -
mulated fro m a  Eurocentri c perspective—tha t is , white s wil l vie w 
the experience s o f Africa n American s onl y i n relatio n t o th e histor y 
of whites . I n othe r words , critic s o f whit e instructors , wh o ofte n in -
clude thos e wit h n o firsthan d knowledg e o f th e course s i n question , 
like othe r student s o n campu s an d member s o f th e large r academi c 
community, stereotyp e whit e instructor s b y assumin g tha t bein g 
white i s a  subjec t positio n fro m whic h i t i s almos t impossibl e t o pres -
ent a n unbiase d accoun t o f Africa n America n history . 

Stereotyping o n th e basi s o f colo r foreground s th e questio n o f pig -
mentation, whic h i s mor e complicate d tha n American s o f al l race s 
generally realize . I n mos t o f th e Wester n Hemispher e ther e ar e nu -
merous nomenclature s t o designat e person s b y degre e o f inter -
mixture, an d onl y full-bloode d African s ar e referre d t o a s blacks. Th e 
exceptions ar e th e Unite d State s an d Canada , wher e a  "on e dro p 
rule" categorize d thos e wit h an y visibl e blac k Africa n ancestr y a s 
black.2 Th e immigratio n o f smal l number s o f largel y mal e European s 
to Lati n Americ a an d th e Caribbea n le d t o greate r miscegenatio n 
there tha n i n Britis h Nort h America . A s member s o f a n interstitia l 
group, peopl e o f mixe d ancestr y wer e abl e t o provid e thos e good s 
and service s tha t wer e uneconomica l fo r commercia l producer s 
(slaves, peasants , an d miners ) t o provid e an d fo r whic h ther e wer e 
too fe w white s t o supply . Thi s provide d the m wit h a  clai m t o a n 
intermediate statu s i n societ y abov e tha t occupie d b y slaves . I n con -
trast, Britis h Nort h Americ a wa s colonize d b y entir e Europea n fami -
lies almos t fro m th e outset , an d the y alway s greatl y outnumbere d 
Africans. Sinc e slavery an d furthe r exploitatio n i n it s aftermath unde r 
the auspice s o f Ji m Cro w wer e dependen t o n th e maintenanc e o f ra -
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cial boundaries , a  bipola r racia l societ y acquire d th e aur a o f bein g 
simply a  fac t o f nature . 

Yet mos t Africa n American s hav e som e whit e ancestr y (an d man y 
some Nativ e America n admixtur e a s well) . Th e earl y colonia l inter -
mixture befor e th e racia l cast e syste m hardened , th e vulnerabilit y o f 
African America n wome n t o sexua l exploitatio n unde r slaver y an d 
later a s well , an d a  smal l bu t significan t patter n o f voluntar y interra -
cial relationships , whic h continue d throughou t th e centurie s despit e 
all effort s t o eliminat e it , contribute d t o thi s demographi c outcome . 
The force s o f discriminatio n hav e bee n s o strong , however , tha t de -
spite som e "passing/ ' mos t Africa n American s o f whateve r propor -
tion o f African , Nativ e American , an d Europea n ancestr y hav e identi -
fied a s blacks, whether b y necessit y o r choice . 

Nevertheless, rac e mixin g ha s no t ended . Fo r example , 1 0 percen t 
of non-Souther n blac k male s marryin g i n 198 6 chos e whit e brides. 3 

These intermarriages , togethe r wit h a  tren d i n th e Unite d State s to -
ward widesprea d racia l an d ethni c mixing , ar e creatin g a  movemen t 
to challenge commonl y accepte d categories . The Census Burea u i s be-
ing urge d t o ad d ne w categorie s fo r person s wh o insis t tha t th e ol d 
"one dro p rule " i s inaccurate. 4 Man y childre n wh o ar e product s o f 
interracial union s no w wan t t o acknowledg e bot h side s o f thei r heri -
tage. Wha t impac t thi s wil l hav e o n challengin g th e concep t o f iden -
tity politic s i s unclear ; however , i t doe s no t see m t o b e underminin g 
various form s o f racia l fundamentalis m base d o n essentialis t beliefs . 
Although mos t scholar s toda y argu e tha t rac e i s les s a  scientifi c con -
cept tha n a  socia l construct , th e publi c seem s t o b e largel y unawar e 
of thi s argument . I n m y teachin g experience , I  have foun d tha t blac k 
students wh o hav e bee n adopte d b y whit e families , o r person s o f 
interracial union s wh o wis h t o acknowledg e a  wide r allegianc e ofte n 
have bee n place d unde r intens e pressur e b y Africa n America n stu -
dents t o maintai n racia l solidarity . A s a  consequence , man y dro p th e 
class o r sto p comin g rathe r tha n subjec t themselve s t o suc h intens e 
pressure. 
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This mov e t o maintai n racia l solidarit y i s partiall y a  reactio n 
against th e cultura l politic s o f intoleranc e engendere d b y th e ascen -
dancy o f th e right , which i s also the impetus behind th e curren t tren d 
toward a n emphasi s o n victimizatio n an d a  rhetori c tha t demonize s 
whites. I f black student s se e thei r opportunitie s t o chang e societ y di -
minishing, the y ca n a t leas t enjo y th e mora l hig h groun d i n th e na -
tional debate . Th e abilit y t o maintai n a  sens e o f mora l superiorit y a s 
a mean s o f both resistanc e an d empowermen t shoul d no t be underes -
timated, for , althoug h i t ca n represen t a  retrea t int o th e real m o f 
words, no t actions , i t ha s th e potentia l t o engag e student s i n way s 
that ca n lea d t o positiv e politica l involvement . 

In thi s instance , however , a n "u s agains t them " mentalit y con -
fronts whit e student s wit h a  dismissiv e attitud e tha t denie s thei r 
sympathies an d concerns . T o many blac k students , white s ar e a n un -
differentiated category , al l equall y complici t i n th e injustice s o f eve n 
the remot e past . An d th e whit e student s accep t thi s complicit y eve n 
though mos t o f thei r ancestor s arrive d i n thi s countr y after  the ances -
tors o f mos t Africa n Americans . Larg e number s o f m y student s ar e 
descendants o f European immigrant s wh o cam e i n the late nineteent h 
and earl y twentiet h centuries , settlin g i n th e prairi e an d plain s states , 
never havin g ha d an y connectio n wit h slavery . Certainly , a n argu -
ment ca n b e mad e tha t white s today , n o matte r ho w recen t thei r ar -
rival, ar e guilt y b y virtu e o f th e fac t tha t the y benefi t fro m th e devel -
opment o f th e nation o n th e backs o f slav e labor . Bu t i f tha t argumen t 
is made, so must analogou s one s tha t implicat e th e nation a s a  whole , 
including Africa n Americans , i n th e curren t exploitatio n o f Thir d 
World worker s an d th e privilegin g o f American s i n term s o f th e na -
tion's shar e o f th e consumptio n o f th e world' s resources . Fe w stu -
dents notice , fo r example , tha t th e pric e o f thei r clothe s i s consider -
ably les s tha n woul d otherwis e b e th e cas e wer e i t no t fo r th e fac t 
that the y wer e mad e b y priso n (slave ) labo r i n Chin a o r chil d labo r 
in othe r part s o f th e world . 

Nevertheless, a s Malcol m X  an d immigratio n scholar s hav e 
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pointed out , par t o f th e assimilatio n proces s fo r whit e immigrant s 
was th e acceptanc e o f racism . Bu t th e whit e student s wh o enrol l i n 
African America n histor y courses , becaus e o f self-selection , seldo m 
share th e racis m o f thei r immigran t forebear s o r eve n th e racis m o f 
some o f thei r parents . Thi s phenomeno n o f whit e guil t ha s alway s 
proved frustratin g fo r me . Personally, I  find i t inconceivable tha t indi -
viduals shoul d b e hel d responsibl e fo r wha t othe r individual s an d 
entire societie s di d befor e the y wer e eve n born . Eve n thoug h I  a m 
white, I  d o no t fee l an y responsibilit y fo r slavery— I wa s no t there . 
But i f I  encounter racis m today  and fai l t o confron t it , the n I  ought t o 
feel guilty . Or i f I  live in a  society tha t harbor s racis m an d d o nothin g 
to chang e tha t society , the n I  shoul d conside r mysel f culpable . And , 
of course , th e sam e hold s tru e wit h regar d t o othe r type s o f injustice , 
like sexis m an d anti-Semitism . 

Without problematizin g pigmentation , then , i t i s eas y t o under -
stand th e deman d fo r blac k instructor s t o teac h blac k history . Ther e 
is th e assumptio n tha t the y hav e th e necessar y authorit y derivin g 
from th e authenticit y o f thei r experience s an d thei r morall y superio r 
position inheren t i n thei r relatio n t o th e victim s rathe r tha n th e op -
pressors. Experienc e serve s anothe r purpos e a s well . I t provide s a 
"comfort zone " i n whic h share d understanding s d o no t eve n hav e t o 
be verbalized t o be communicated . A s a  specialis t i n women's studie s 
as wel l a s blac k studies , I  hav e experience d th e camaraderi e an d 
sense o f rappor t derivin g fro m all-femal e discussions . Th e atmo -
sphere i s different : th e leve l o f emotio n i s mor e apparent ; th e self -
disclosure an d suppor t mor e revealing ; th e identificatio n wit h th e 
subject matte r mor e intense ; th e abilit y t o sa y wha t yo u thin k les s 
subject t o censure . Th e sam e atmospher e i s ofte n foun d i n classe s o f 
largely black student s taugh t b y Africa n Americans . Th e student s ar e 
more expressive ; ther e i s les s concer n fo r paperin g ove r th e hars h 
truths o f blac k experience s i n th e nam e o f civility ; ther e i s a  greate r 
sense o f solidarity i n struggle . In both case s common experience s pro -
mote a  feelin g o f commo n identity . Undoubtedly , th e introductio n o f 
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a mal e instructo r i n women' s studie s classe s o r a  whit e instructo r i n 
black studie s course s change s thi s clas s chemistry . Fo r som e student s 
this may indee d mea n tha t opportunitie s fo r leadershi p an d indepen -
dent thinkin g ar e lessene d an d tha t learnin g itsel f i s impaire d b y th e 
resulting ange r an d frustration . Tha t i s on e o f th e reason s w e hav e 
black cultura l center s an d women' s centers—the y provid e saf e place s 
to b e oneself ; ye t thes e largel y segregate d site s ar e mean t t o b e onl y 
way station s o n th e pat h t o equalit y an d freedo m i n th e large r soci -
ety, no t fina l destinations . 

Some academician s se e thes e alternativ e pattern s o f clas s interac -
tion a s evidence o f differen t learnin g styles . Whereas I  have n o doub t 
that differen t learnin g style s exis t an d tha t mor e o f on e typ e wil l b e 
found i n som e group s tha n others , largel y a s a  resul t o f socializatio n 
and cultura l difference s rathe r tha n essentia l difference s base d i n 
gender o r race , thes e canno t b e permitte d t o argu e fo r race - o r sex -
segregated teachin g an d instructio n i n history , o r a  history pedagog y 
that emphasize s racia l identification ove r substantiv e content . Havin g 
come o f ag e unde r segregation , I  a m convince d tha t a  segregate d 
learning situation , whethe r i t b e o f th e "ins " an d th e "outs, " th e 
whites an d th e blacks , o r th e male s an d th e females , i n th e lon g ter m 
is always a n impoverished one , because exclusio n lead s t o mispercep -
tions o f th e othe r an d th e rank orderin g o f group s i n which th e domi -
nant socia l orde r i s maintained . 

It i s als o clea r t o m e tha t masterin g th e substanc e o f a  subjec t i s 
the bes t wa y t o rais e self-esteem . Teachin g resourc e center s through -
out highe r educatio n ar e presentl y promotin g "activ e learning, " a 
variation o n John Dewey' s an d subsequen t effort s t o engag e student s 
by avoidin g viewin g the m a s passiv e receptacle s o f thei r instructors ' 
wisdom.5 Th e profundit y o f thi s insight , however , i s ofte n los t i n th e 
pressure place d o n instructor s t o rejec t th e lectur e metho d i n favo r o f 
discussions. Whereas th e discussio n metho d i s an excellen t pedagogi -
cal too l i n man y instances—fo r example , literatur e an d compositio n 
classes—it i s no t alway s th e mos t usefu l i n larg e histor y survey s en -
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rolling on e hundre d o r mor e students , s o I  mak e us e o f i t onl y i n a 
limited fashio n i n conjunctio n wit h a  lectur e format . 

I agre e wit h Natha n Huggin s tha t "ther e i s a n irreducibl e bod y o f 
information" tha t student s ough t t o kno w i n history , simpl y a s a 
skill.6 Identifyin g wit h th e subject s unde r stud y an d appreciatin g th e 
social dynamic s i n whic h the y wer e enmeshe d ar e necessary , bu t no t 
sufficient. Therefore , a n African America n histor y cours e canno t com -
promise conten t fo r a  journey o f self-discover y base d o n persona l ex -
periences. To do s o would b e t o den y on e o f th e primary purpose s o f 
education—to acquir e th e ne w knowledg e a  disciplin e ha s t o offer . 
Joan Wallac h Scot t argue s that , by forgoin g dependenc e o n disciplin -
ary expertise , th e instructo r ha s "n o protectio n fro m th e charg e tha t 
she i s 'silencing ' th e opinion s o f som e o f he r dissentin g students , n o 
way t o prov e tha t he r criticism s o f thei r wor k hav e no t denie d the m 
freedom o f speech." 7 Indeed , m y ow n experienc e support s th e vie w 
that, whe n on e i s dealin g wit h controversia l issues , restrictin g one' s 
presentation t o scholarshi p o n th e subjec t i s th e safes t strategy . Eve n 
so, activ e learnin g invariabl y take s place , becaus e th e subjec t matte r 
is relevan t t o contemporar y societ y an d th e presentatio n o f compet -
ing historica l interpretation s compel s student s t o choose amon g the m 
on th e basi s o f th e historica l data . 

Many Africa n America n student s vie w blac k studie s course s a s 
"theirs." Thus , the y fee l tha t thes e course s shoul d serv e thei r per -
ceived need s fo r self-validation , th e celebratio n o f blac k culture , th e 
building o f self-esteem , and , i n som e cases , eve n a  boos t i n thei r 
grade poin t average . Viewin g i t a s thei r turf , the y no t surprisingl y 
object t o it s apparen t appropriatio n b y whit e student s an d faculty . 
Although suc h attitude s ar e understandable , an d man y o f thes e de -
mands hav e som e validit y i n othe r contexts , the y stan d i n conflic t 
with th e standard s o f th e historica l profession . Self-estee m ma y wel l 
result fro m th e stud y o f th e African America n past , but th e disciplin e 
of histor y i s not designe d t o serv e thi s end . 

Several point s i n relatio n t o histor y a s a  disciplin e ar e importan t 
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to kee p i n min d here . First , histor y i s predicate d o n th e notio n tha t 
the field i s not esoteri c but ca n be learned b y anyone , just a s universi -
ties ar e base d o n th e belie f tha t al l knowledg e i s i n som e sens e uni -
versally knowabl e an d therefor e ca n b e taugh t t o others . On e doe s 
not hav e t o be a  Nazi o r a  Jew t o understand th e Holocaust . T o quot e 
Nathan Huggin s again , "Blac k Americans , fo r instance , wh o fail  t o 
recognize tha t the y ar e no t th e sam e a s slave s wil l neve r understan d 
slavery. Th e presen t provide s u s wit h a  differen t perspectiv e a s wel l 
as a  differen t knowledg e o f th e past. / /8 T o insis t tha t onl y black s ca n 
teach o r stud y Africa n America n histor y woul d als o mean , b y tha t 
logic, tha t the y woul d b e unabl e t o lear n abou t o r teac h th e histor y 
of European s o r Asians . Suc h position s woul d lea d inevitabl y t o th e 
ghettoization o f blac k studie s department s an d programs , destroyin g 
their intellectua l integrit y an d credibility . Eve n mor e damaging , suc h 
logic coul d b e use d t o exclude Africa n American s fro m othe r area s o f 
study, placin g the m o n a n inferio r academi c track . 

Second, postmodern analysi s ha s ha d onl y a  limited impac t o n th e 
historical profession , whic h ha d earlie r recognize d th e impossibilit y 
of locatin g absolut e historica l trut h b y mean s o f som e typ e o f objec -
tive, empirical, method. 9 But , contrary t o assertions by th e more skep -
tical postmodernists, 10 on e historica l interpretatio n i s not  deeme d a s 
good a s an y other . Becaus e historica l fact s d o hav e a  concret e exis -
tence, al l interpretation s mus t b e measure d agains t them . Slaver y did 

occur afte r all. 11 Nevertheless, contemporary historian s recogniz e tha t 
work don e i n th e disciplin e provide s onl y partia l truth s an d tha t sub -
ject position s mus t b e considere d an d respected . Th e bia s o f earlie r 
historical interpretation s i s understoo d t o resul t i n par t fro m th e 
dominant subjec t positio n o f th e authors . Ye t th e potentia l fo r self -
correction inheren t i n th e historica l metho d b y virtu e o f it s require -
ment tha t interpretation s b e systematicall y assesse d agains t th e facts , 
a requiremen t enhance d b y th e curren t opennes s o f th e fiel d t o schol -
ars fro m a  multitud e o f standpoints , largel y account s fo r th e profes -
sion being comfortabl e wit h th e view tha t pas t events , if no t interpre -
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tations, hav e a n existenc e independen t o f languag e an d autho r an d 
can, therefore , for m th e basi s o f a  realisti c understandin g o f th e past . 

Finally, th e historica l professio n traditionall y ha s decrie d pres -
entism i n historica l writin g an d deplore d a  researc h agend a tha t 
seeks a  usabl e past . Today , however , feminis t historians , Africa n 
Americanists, an d othe r scholar s activel y see k a  transformatio n o f 
American societ y an d hop e tha t thei r scholarshi p wil l provid e a  spu r 
to achievin g socia l justice . Althoug h presentis m stil l i s deplore d b y 
most traditiona l historians , even the y would probabl y agre e tha t eac h 
generation ask s it s ow n question s o f history , question s necessaril y 
arising ou t o f thei r contemporar y socia l context . 

Having sai d this , however , I  mus t poin t ou t tha t ho w historian s 
do thei r work , despit e majo r shift s i n focu s an d type s o f dat a as -
sessed, ha s change d relativel y little. 12 Although th e ascendanc e o f so -
cial histor y ove r th e politica l histor y writin g o f th e pas t redirect s th e 
focus o n ne w historica l actors , an d th e introductio n o f fres h data , 
new questions , an d ''botto m up " perspective s bring s majo r advance s 
to th e discipline , th e day-to-da y approac h t o th e dat a i s stil l on e o f 
collecting an d evaluatin g evidenc e i n a  systemati c fashion . I t i s tru e 
that t o traditiona l archiva l textua l material s hav e bee n adde d ora l 
histories an d examinatio n o f cultura l artifact s an d statistica l analyse s 
of al l thing s quantifiable , bu t whethe r th e historia n i s emotionall y 
engaged o r intellectuall y detached , th e realit y remain s unaltered : lik e 
the sleut h i n searc h o f th e killer , historian s meticulousl y an d system -
atically analyz e th e fact s the y hav e du g u p t o se e whether the y fi t th e 
theories the y hav e develope d t o explai n events . An d a  jur y o f othe r 
historians an d scholar s use s thi s same standar d t o judge th e outcome . 

The proble m fo r th e histor y instructo r i s tha t som e o f wha t goe s 
for Africa n America n histor y i n today' s blac k communitie s doe s no t 
meet thes e evidentiar y standards . Idea s ar e bein g fostere d i n man y 
public schoo l system s i n inne r citie s wher e Africa n Americans , i n a n 
attempt t o tak e contro l o f thei r children' s education , hav e turne d t o 
speakers, popula r writers , an d scholar s traine d i n othe r area s t o con -
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struct thei r curricula. 13 A s a  consequence , whe n thes e student s arriv e 
in upper-divisio n universit y course s i n blac k history , the y charg e in -
structors wit h givin g the m inaccurat e information . No t surprisingly , 
given th e wa y histor y i s taugh t i n th e nation' s publi c school s a s a 
series o f indisputabl e fact s an d conclusions , an y attemp t t o offe r 
more tha n on e interpretatio n fo r consideration , muc h les s t o poin t 
out whic h interpretation s hav e give n ris e t o consensu s i n th e profes -
sion an d whic h ar e stil l subjec t t o debate , i s see n a s a  rejectio n o f 
their tru e history . I f th e instructo r i s a n Africa n American , suc h a 
challenge t o thei r accepte d belie f syste m i s calle d a  // sellout,,; i f th e 
instructor i s white, thi s i s seen a s yet anothe r instanc e o f whites lyin g 
to blacks t o preserv e thei r ow n self-interest . 

The onu s t o challeng e th e fals e claim s o f Afrocentris m fall s mos t 
often o n historians , fo r thes e claim s ofte n remai n ignore d i n othe r 
disciplines. I n Englis h classes , fo r example , th e focu s i s o n writing , 
not historica l content ; and , i n an y case , th e instructor , ofte n a  gradu -
ate studen t o r newl y minte d Ph.D . teaching numerou s section s o f th e 
required first-yea r compositio n course , probabl y doe s no t hav e th e 
expertise t o separat e fac t fro m fiction , especiall y sinc e mos t Ameri -
cans hav e encountere d ver y littl e Africa n America n histor y i n thei r 
own secondar y an d highe r educatio n experience. 14 Outsid e class , 
many Afrocentri c speaker s ar e bein g brough t t o campus , bu t the y 
draw audience s almos t exclusivel y fro m Africa n America n students . 
Thus, thei r speeche s receiv e littl e o r n o critica l commentary , leavin g 
even th e mor e extrem e position s unchallenged , whic h give s the m th e 
appearance o f credible , scholarly , "cuttin g edge " research , a s fa r a s 
students ar e concerned. 15 

Much o f wha t thes e speaker s hav e t o sa y ma y bes t b e character -
ized a s myth . Myth s ar e difficul t fo r a n instructo r t o address , espe -
cially becaus e al l myth s ar e constructe d o f both  fac t an d fictio n an d 
therefore requir e a  mor e sophisticate d approac h t o learnin g tha n i s 
generally demande d o f students . An d resistanc e i s t o b e expected , 
because man y Africa n America n student s hav e somethin g o f thei r 
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self-perception tie d u p i n thes e myths . Thi s situatio n undoubtedl y 
will becom e eve n mor e widesprea d a s elementar y an d secondar y 
teachers adop t materials , lik e thos e writte n b y Molef i Asante , wit h 
"easy t o identify symbol s whic h challeng e student s t o internalize his -
tory ont o a n emotional , personal , level." 16 American histor y itsel f ha s 
not bee n withou t it s gran d narrative s lik e th e triumphalis t myt h tha t 
paints a  pictur e o f th e nation' s pas t a s on e o f invincibl e progress . 
Many historica l myth s serv e th e functio n o f legitimatin g a  society' s 
origins, fo r example . Bu t th e purpos e o f histor y i s t o see k th e trut h 
about th e past , no t perpetuat e myths . On e o f m y blac k student s in -
sisted tha t myth s shoul d b e taugh t eve n i f they d o no t confor m t o th e 
facts, becaus e the y buil d self-esteem ; bu t i t i s m y contentio n that , 
while thi s migh t b e th e initia l effect , subsequen t understandin g tha t 
this self-estee m wa s no t base d o n a  tru e readin g o f th e historica l 
record woul d i n th e lon g ru n undermin e self-estee m eve n more . 

Many o f th e myth s tha t Africa n America n student s brin g t o th e 
study o f histor y ma y b e characterize d a s Afrocentric . Althoug h thes e 
ideas hav e bee n aroun d fo r a  long time, 17 receiving popula r attentio n 
in th e earl y seventies , the y ar e no w bein g rediscovere d b y student s 
on universit y campuse s wh o ar e unawar e o f thei r earlie r exposure . I t 
is thi s historica l amnesi a tha t permit s student s t o se e suc h idea s a s 
"cutting edge. " 

Afrocentrism refer s t o a n approac h t o th e stud y o f th e histor y an d 
culture o f peopl e o f Africa n descen t tha t attempt s t o examin e the m 
from thei r ow n perspective . I n thi s sens e Afrocentri c histor y i s th e 
story o f blacks a s agents , no t objects , i n society . Th e focu s i s not sim -
ply o n rac e relation s o r eve n black contribution s t o the dominan t cul -
ture, becaus e thi s ha s th e effec t o f depictin g the m a s appendage s o f 
peoples o f Europea n descent . Mos t historian s workin g i n th e fiel d 
since the seventie s ar e Afrocentrists i n this sense, 18 and I  count mysel f 
among them . However , som e Afrocentrist s hav e take n thi s positio n 
further an d develope d a  paradig m centere d o n ancien t Egypt . A  fe w 
even tou t a  rhetoric o f anti-Semitism an d theorie s o f racia l supremac y 

118 
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based o n melanin. 19 Th e recen t visibilit y o f thes e view s i n th e na -
tional medi a ha s resulte d i n a  shif t i n popula r usag e o f th e ter m "Af -
rocentrist" t o refe r t o thos e wh o se e Egyp t a s a  touchston e fo r blac k 
history, an d I  so emplo y th e ter m i n th e remainde r o f thi s essay . 

Afrocentrists hav e tw o goals : to gain respec t fo r Africa n American s 
by providin g the m wit h a  gloriou s origi n i n th e remot e pas t t o 
counter long-hel d racis t assertion s tha t Africa , th e "Dar k Continent, " 
never produce d an y grea t civilizations ; an d t o giv e blac k studie s a 
distinct subjec t an d methodolog y i n orde r t o provid e legitimatio n a s 
an academi c discipline . 

The gloriou s pas t refer s t o ancien t Egypt , whic h Afrocentrist s ar -
gue wa s th e firs t civilization . The y furthe r clai m tha t i t wa s a  blac k 
African civilizatio n an d tha t therefor e muc h o f th e knowledg e tha t 
Europeans credi t t o th e Greek s an d Roman s shoul d g o t o Africans , 
for the y too k thei r semina l idea s fro m th e Egyptians . Fo r Afrocen -
trists, Egyp t constitute s a  paradig m fo r understandin g cultura l 
achievements analogou s t o tha t whic h classica l Greec e an d Rom e 
constitute fo r Wester n Europea n though t an d culture , an d the y de -
mand tha t eve n course s i n th e histor y o f Africa n American s begi n 
with th e stud y o f Egypt . Suc h a  vie w counter s th e racis t assertio n 
that nothin g grea t eve r cam e ou t o f Afric a b y turnin g i t o n it s head , 
making Europea n civilizatio n derivativ e o f African . 

The Afrocentrist s no t onl y clai m origina l achievement s i n th e ad -
vance o f hig h culture , bu t als o insis t o n a  cultura l unit y betwee n th e 
early Nil e Valle y an d th e res t o f blac k Afric a an d it s diaspor a dow n 
to th e present . Cultura l value s fro m th e Nil e Valle y flow  primaril y 
from th e significanc e place d o n communit y an d cooperatio n an d ar e 
discussed i n oppositio n t o Europea n civilization , whic h i s see n a s a 
cultural unit y emphasizin g individualis m an d aggressiveness . 

By setting u p suc h a n oppositiona l paradigm , Afrocentrist s believ e 
they offe r th e ke y t o deliverance . Molef i Asant e say s tha t "whe n a 
person believes that the society i s only to be used, tha t people ar e onl y 
to be victimized , tha t neighborhood s ar e alien , he o r sh e i s capable o f 
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the wors t kind s o f actions . Afrocentricit y create s a  framewor k fo r 
dealing wit h thi s type o f dislocation/ ,2° Deliverance , rather tha n com -
ing throug h socia l action , result s fro m a  refor m o f th e individual — 
from "recentering " one' s life through a  commitment "t o internalize a n 
African-centered consciousnes s i n everything w e d o o r think/ 721 

This belief i n th e contemporar y efficac y o f th e Afrocentri c perspec -
tive i n par t account s fo r th e sens e o f urgenc y an d missionar y zeal , 
especially i n view o f th e problems inne r citie s fac e i n term s o f drugs , 
drive-by shootings , an d th e feminizatio n o f poverty . A n additiona l 
motivation i s th e perceive d nee d t o delineat e a  distinc t subjec t an d 
methodology i n orde r t o legitimat e th e ne w fiel d o f blac k studies , 
whose firs t progra m wa s initiate d a t Sa n Francisc o Stat e Universit y 
only i n 1969. 22 Despit e th e fac t tha t advance s i n scholarshi p comin g 
out o f a  variet y o f interdisciplinar y program s cal l int o questio n th e 
very concep t of discipline s a s artificial an d unnecessaril y fragmenting , 
Afrocentrists fee l that providing the field wit h a  distinctive subject an d 
methodology wil l legitimat e it s position i n academia . Thi s position i s 
also an effor t t o increase respec t fo r Africa n Americans , because blac k 
studies ha s bee n marginalize d withi n th e academ y a s intellectuall y 
"soft." Afrocentrist s ar e workin g t o enlarg e th e fiel d t o incorporat e 
the study o f all peoples o f African descent , whereas most black studie s 
programs currentl y focu s o n Africa n Americans , whil e separat e pro -
grams, originall y begu n i n th e fiftie s an d staffe d primaril y b y whites , 
focus o n Africa. Afrocentris m als o provides a  theoretical base in term s 
of a  se t o f ke y concept s an d a  paradig m (Egyp t an d it s cultura l 
hegemony). Th e methodolog y center s o n th e notio n tha t "ther e exis t 
different, culturally-boun d way s o f knowin g th e universe." 23 I n thi s 
case, knowledg e i s see n t o deriv e fro m a n intertwinin g o f bot h th e 
material an d th e spiritua l an d i s thu s a  rejectio n o f Wester n empiri -
cism. "In Africology," accordin g to Asante, "language, myth, ancestra l 
memory, dance-music-art , an d scienc e provid e th e sources  of knowl -
edge, the canon o f proof, and th e structur e o f truth." 24 

Black studies , like women's studies , has alway s had a  commitmen t 
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to th e communit y an d t o liberation ; an d som e o f thei r proponent s 
have sough t t o challenge empiricis m a s objectiv e truth , because i t ha s 
long been use d t o maintai n th e subordinat e statu s o f bot h black s an d 
women. Th e oppositiona l natur e o f thes e tw o movement s agains t 
deeply embedde d form s o f socia l injustic e ha s le d t o man y simila r 
strategies. A case could eve n be made tha t the belief o f some feminist s 
in a n earl y perio d o f goddes s religion s leadin g t o th e developmen t o f 
nurturant an d peacefu l societies 25 i s analogou s t o th e Afrocentrists ' 
conception o f ancien t Egypt . 

The blac k studie s movemen t initiall y bega n wit h a  deman d fo r 
black histor y course s an d th e hirin g o f black faculty . Onc e ensconce d 
in th e university , i t turne d t o developin g ne w knowledg e an d frame -
works fo r understandin g Africa n Americans . Presently , department s 
and program s ar e interdisciplinary i n structur e an d staf f an d rang e i n 
emphasis fro m Marxis m to the black aesthetic . Contrary to the charge s 
of som e Afrocentrist s tha t thes e program s ten d t o teac h abou t black s 
from th e white perspective, scholars working i n history sinc e the earl y 
seventies hav e transforme d th e fiel d wit h thei r ne w question s an d 
path-breaking research. 26 

Nevertheless, th e Afrocentrist s ar e insisten t tha t their s i s th e onl y 
perspective fo r blac k studies . The National Counci l o f Blac k Studies i s 
currently attemptin g t o disseminat e a  curriculu m tha t combine s th e 
study o f peoples o f Africa wit h th e African diaspor a base d o n the Nil e 
Valley paradigm.27 Darlene Clar k Hine object s t o the criticism o f mor e 
traditional blac k studie s scholar s b y Afrocentrists : "I n orde r tha t th e 
intellectual domai n remai n health y eac h grou p o f Blac k Studies schol -
ars mus t engag e i n continuou s critique , no t i n a  ques t fo r academi c 
dominance/'28 

A critique of Afrocentrism i s considered a n affron t b y many Africa n 
American students . Ye t i t i s m y professiona l obligatio n t o poin t ou t 
problems wit h thei r versio n o f th e historical record . Ralp h Austen , a n 
Africanist a t th e Universit y o f Chicago , write s i n referenc e t o Asant e 
and his department a t Temple, "I personally fin d thei r work parochial , 
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misinformed, an d trappe d i n th e discours e o f th e ver y racis m the y 
claim t o repudiate/ ' 2 9 Man y scholar s o f bot h race s hav e pointe d t o 
problems i n th e Afrocentri c perspective. 30 Egyp t wa s no t a  blac k 
African bu t a  multicultura l society ; man y o f th e contribution s t o 
knowledge claime d t o b e Africa n wer e indee d borrowe d b y th e 
Greeks an d Romans , bu t probabl y no t al l o f thos e claimed . Bu t per -
haps mor e important , w e shoul d as k wha t civilizatio n i s anyway — 
only bureaucratize d urba n societie s wit h monumenta l architecture ? 
What ar e th e linkage s betwee n Egyptia n cultur e an d thos e o f Wes t 
and Centra l Afric a an d diaspora n culture s man y centurie s later ? Ar e 
not Afrocentri c assertion s based o n a n essentialis t vie w tha t cultur e i s 
in th e blood ? Thes e an d man y othe r question s ca n b e raise d t o chal -
lenge some of the central assumptions o f the Afrocentric position . Thi s 
is no t mean t t o dismis s th e claim s o f thos e outsid e th e historica l 
profession, fo r the y ofte n brin g fres h perspective s tha t lea d t o critica l 
advances. The point, however, i s the righ t t o challenge thei r claims . 

Although I  had taugh t African America n history sinc e 197 8 without 
difficulty, muc h o f i t as a faculty membe r i n an Afro-American studie s 
department, th e ris e o f Afrocentris m i n th e earl y nineties , togethe r 
with m y mov e t o a  ne w universit y wher e m y trac k recor d wa s un -
known, resulte d i n seriou s problems. 31 Som e black student s bega n t o 
rudely objec t t o portion s o f m y lectur e material . Personally , I  lik e a 
frank exchange—"tellin g i t like i t is / ' a s i t was know n i n the sixties — 
and I  ha d alway s encourage d question s an d discussio n throughou t 
my lectures . Bu t thi s was different . A n in-your-fac e hostilit y surface d 
that intimidate d othe r students , both whit e an d black . I  experimente d 
with teachin g technique s fro m teachin g resourc e center s t o improv e 
the learnin g environment , lik e a n ope n invitatio n t o student s t o giv e 
five-minute presentation s o n an y subject , t o provid e thos e wit h dis -
senting view s a  voice . Bu t thi s onl y intensifie d thei r hostility . Stil l 
searching fo r way s t o enhanc e th e learnin g environment , I  began th e 
course i n th e fall  o f 199 3 wit h a  discussio n o f th e majo r school s o f 
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interpretation i n Africa n America n history , o f whic h Afrocentris m i s 
one. 

Because Africa n America n histor y i s an upper-divisio n course , his-
toriography ha s always been a n important componen t o f the subject . I 
hoped that , b y gettin g th e proble m addresse d earl y o n i n th e course , 
tensions coul d b e eliminate d o r a t least diminished . A s a n exampl e o f 
anti-Semitism, I  referre d t o th e Natio n o f Islam' s Secret  Relationship 

between Blacks  and  Jews,  eve n thoug h I  ha d man y member s o f th e 
Nation o f Isla m i n class . I realized tha t thi s migh t prov e t o be impoli -
tic, bu t I  ha d decide d tha t i t wa s necessar y t o confron t th e growin g 
acceptance b y man y black s i n my course s o f th e ide a tha t Jew s domi -
nated th e slave trade an d slavery . 

I was als o confronting disruptiv e studen t behavior fo r th e firs t tim e 
in m y career . A  Blac k Musli m freshma n constantl y objecte d t o th e 
points I  wa s making . Whe n th e studen t refuse d t o leav e clas s afte r 
calling m e a  lia r an d the n threatene d m e i n fron t o f m y departmenta l 
chair, he was barred fro m attendin g class , pending disciplinar y proce -
dures. Thi s inciden t provoke d a  sit-i n o f m y clas s by member s o f th e 
Black Studen t Associatio n an d th e Africa n America n member s o f th e 
university staff , includin g th e hea d o f th e offic e o f minorit y affairs , 
and too k plac e eve n thoug h a  fearfu l administratio n ha d pu t th e 
student bac k i n m y clas s ove r m y objection s an d withou t requirin g 
him t o withdra w hi s threa t agains t me . Th e sit-i n wa s legitimate d 
by th e administratio n a t a  subsequen t meetin g wit h Blac k Studen t 
Association leaders , provide d tha t th e numbe r o f person s sittin g i n 
did no t g o ove r th e limit s place d b y fir e regulations . I  continue d t o 
teach, eve n thoug h advise d b y friend s t o as k fo r a  leav e o f absence . 
The sit-i n continue d fo r almos t si x weeks , despit e th e fac t tha t i n a n 
unrelated inciden t th e disruptiv e studen t wa s jailed fo r bank theft . 

During thi s period , campu s an d stat e newspaper s carrie d numer -
ous storie s detrimenta l t o m y reputation , ofte n includin g inaccurat e 
charges mad e b y student s wh o wer e no t eve n member s o f th e class . 
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As a  consequence , I  wa s largel y perceive d eithe r a s a  Eurocentri c 
racist o r a n insensitiv e instructor . Becaus e o f federa l an d stat e regula -
tions limiting wha t ca n be sai d publicl y abou t students , I  was initiall y 
unable t o defen d myself . Mas s meeting s wer e hel d o n campu s i n 
which i t was claime d tha t I  must b e afrai d o f Africa n Americans ; yet , 
as far a s I could tell , none o f the speakers knew with whom I  vacation, 
who ar e m y frequen t hous e guests , wit h who m I  party , o r anythin g 
about m e personally . Th e B.S.A . eve n rallie d o n th e step s o f th e 
administration buildin g t o announc e tha t the y woul d ge t ri d o f m e 
"by an y means necessary/' 32 

The ordea l continue d throughou t th e semeste r an d woul d hav e 
lasted longe r ha d I  not been previously schedule d t o teach abroa d th e 
second semester . Withou t th e suppor t o f m y colleague s i n th e histor y 
department, th e chai r o f th e Africa n America n studie s program , an d 
family an d friends , I  could no t hav e survived , especiall y sinc e I  wa s 
up fo r tenur e tha t year . Bu t perseveranc e eventuall y pai d off . Th e 
provost stoppe d th e sit-ins , the facult y governin g bodie s passe d reso -
lutions o n m y behalf , an d mos t important , I  was allowe d t o complet e 
the teachin g o f th e course . Th e B.S.A . eventuall y foun d fou r student s 
out o f th e on e hundre d i n th e clas s t o brin g charge s agains t m e o f 
presenting inaccurat e informatio n an d bein g disrespectfu l o f a  stu -
dent's religion . I  was subsequentl y exonerate d b y th e grievanc e com -
mittee tha t handled th e charges. 33 

The potential fo r conflic t remains , however, because o f the growin g 
influence o f Afrocentri c claim s emanatin g fro m ra p music , publi c 
school curricula , an d books fo r al l ages disseminated throug h a  prolif -
erating marke t fo r ethni c goods . Thi s influence , unfortunately , ha s a 
much large r impac t o n student s tha n the current livel y debate o f thes e 
issues amon g black intellectual s i n a  variety o f periodicals . 

This essa y i s a n attemp t t o demonstrat e tha t no t al l problem s 
arising ou t o f teachin g wha t yo u ar e not—i n thi s case , being a  whit e 
woman teachin g blac k history—ca n b e reduce d t o pedagog y o r per -
sonalities. Certainly, if my classes had been limited to fifteen o r twent y 
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students, wit h primar y relianc e o n th e discussio n method , I  migh t 
have bee n abl e t o defus e th e situation . Bu t th e decisio n t o limi t th e 
number o f student s wh o ca n tak e th e cours e ha s t o b e balance d 
against th e realit y tha t thi s mean s man y wh o migh t benefi t wil l b e 
permanently excluded . 

The primar y problem , i n m y opinion , i s a n unavoidabl e conflic t 
between th e standard s o f th e historica l professio n an d th e claim s o f 
the Afrocentrists— a conflic t tha t exist s independentl y o f th e instruc -
tor. I  a m no t unmindfu l o f standpoin t theory , th e "linguisti c turn " 
in history , th e contribution s o f Miche l Foucault , an d th e insight s o f 
postmodernism. Ye t I  a m committe d t o th e traditiona l historica l 
method because , despit e it s faults , i t ha s demonstrate d b y it s abilit y 
for self-correctio n tha t i t i s th e bes t metho d t o dat e fo r arrivin g a t 
historical truth . Thi s i s no t mean t t o denigrat e th e contribution s o f 
thinkers outsid e th e discipline . The y ofte n provid e fres h insights — 
insights tha t sen d historian s bac k t o th e recor d t o chec k thes e claim s 
against thei r own . 

It i s unfortunat e tha t man y o f th e curren t Afrocentri c claim s ar e 
offered i n a  dogmati c fashio n an d tha t th e debate , eve n amon g th e 
African America n intelligentsia , ha s becom e s o rancorous . Bu t eve n 
were tha t no t th e case , my proble m woul d remain , because th e publi c 
(including m y students ) generall y adopt s intellectua l claim s like thes e 
without thei r accompanying qualifications . Thi s process of oversimpli -
fication i s not ne w an d ha s lon g afforde d histor y professor s th e chal -
lenge o f confronting naiv e undergraduate s wit h idea s tha t undermin e 
their parochia l worldviews . Bu t thi s challeng e canno t b e avoided , fo r 
the missio n o f th e universit y an d th e histor y professio n i s th e searc h 
for truth—n o matte r wha t th e consequences . 
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Teaching What  Ym Not: 
An Abie-Bodied  Woman  Teaches 

Literature by  Women 
with Disabilities 

B A R B A R A D I B E R N A R D 

I had n o awarenes s o f disabilit y issue s whe n I  sa w a  sig n a t a  bus y 
intersection o f carpete d footpath s a t th e Michiga n Womyn' s Musi c 
Festival i n 1985 : "B e awar e o f slow-movin g Amazons/ ' Thi s sig n 
made m e loo k a t m y surrounding s i n a  differen t way . Whe n I  did , I 
realized tha t wome n wit h man y kind s o f disabilitie s wer e participat -
ing fully i n th e festival , an d tha t I  wasn't use d t o seeing thes e wome n 
in m y dail y life . Ye t I  knew instantl y tha t the y wer e there ; i t wa s m y 
awareness tha t ha d changed . Sinc e inclusiveness wa s on e o f my goal s 
as a  feminis t teacher , I  resolved t o see k ou t literatur e b y wome n wit h 
disabilities an d teac h it . This was th e beginning o f a  journey tha t ha d 
a profoun d impac t o n m e an d o n m y teaching . 

The firs t writing s b y wome n wit h disabilitie s tha t I  rea d wer e i n 
With the  Power  of  Each  Breath: A Disabled  Women's  Anthology.  I  kne w 
immediately tha t I  woul d us e thi s boo k i n m y teaching . I n th e fall 
semester o f 198 8 I ordered i t for a  senior graduate-leve l course , Twen -
tieth-Century Wome n Writers . I  looke d forwar d t o th e class , a  nigh t 
class tha t I  kne w woul d hav e a  numbe r o f nontraditiona l students , 
and wa s quit e please d wit h m y decisio n t o integrat e literatur e b y 
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women wit h disabilitie s int o th e class . However , m y complacenc y 
was quickl y shattere d th e firs t nigh t whe n a  woma n i n a  wheelchai r 
wheeled int o th e room . M y firs t reactio n was , "Ho w ar e w e goin g t o 
talk abou t disabilit y wit h her  here?" I  kne w the n tha t I  ha d a  lo t o f 
work t o d o i n comin g t o term s wit h m y ow n relationshi p wit h an d 
feelings abou t disabilit y an d m y identit y a s a n able-bodie d person . 
One o f th e complication s o f "teachin g wha t you'r e not " I  ha d no t 
foreseen i s "teachin g wha t you'r e no t i n th e presenc e o f thos e wh o 
are." 

Joni, who ha d ha d poli o a s a n infan t an d ha d therefor e live d virtu -
ally he r entir e lif e a s a  perso n wit h a  disability , helpe d t o educat e u s 
all. On e evenin g whe n student s wer e gettin g ver y excite d an d angr y 
in discussin g th e wa y th e medi a portra y wome n a s se x objects , Jon i 
stopped u s cold . "Wh o ar e yo u talkin g abou t whe n yo u sa y 
'women'?" sh e asked . " I hav e neve r see n a  woma n wh o look s lik e 
me use d a s a  se x objec t t o sel l a  car . I n fact , I  would lik e someon e t o 
look a t m e a s a  se x objec t sometime. " I t wa s on e o f th e mos t pro -
found moment s I  have eve r experience d i n a  classroom. I n a n instant , 
Joni reveale d tha t ou r us e o f th e wor d "women " di d no t includ e her , 
a woma n sittin g i n th e roo m wit h u s a t tha t moment . O n a  broade r 
scale, her comment s showe d on e o f th e problem s wit h "identit y poli -
tics"—we ar e allowe d t o "be " only on e thin g a t a  time ; our identitie s 
are reduce d t o on e dimension , an d difference s ar e erase d o r over -
looked. Jon i wa s visibl e a s a  perso n wit h a  disability , bu t no t a s a 
woman. Th e res t o f u s i n th e room , al l o f who m woul d b e see n a s 
"able-bodied" b y others , ha d no t take n accoun t o f ou r able-bodie d 
locations. Withou t a  doubt , w e sa w ourselve s a t th e center , Jon i a t 
the margin , ourselve s a s "women, " Jon i a s "disabled. " 

Through m y teachin g o f literatur e b y wome n wit h disabilities , I 
have trie d t o d o wha t Adrienn e Ric h suggest s w e mus t d o wit h othe r 
privileged location s suc h a s whiteness : "t o experienc e th e meanin g o f 
[our able-bodiedness ] a s a  poin t o f locatio n fo r whic h [w e need ] t o 
take responsibility " (219) . Although I  starte d ou t a t th e firs t stag e o f 
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curriculum integratio n b y "addin g an d stirring " literatur e b y wome n 
with disabilitie s int o a  cours e o n twentieth-centur y wome n writers , 
reading an d teachin g th e literatur e hav e change d m y perception s o f 
myself an d th e world . I  fee l m y identit y no w no t a s a  woma n wh o 
"happens t o be" able-bodied , bu t a s a  woman whos e able-bodiednes s 
is a  locatio n fo r whic h I  nee d t o tak e responsibility . I  nee d t o ac -
knowledge i t overtl y a s th e plac e fro m whic h I  experience th e worl d 
and fro m whic h I  d o m y work . I  hope th e sam e fo r m y student s b y 
the en d o f th e semester , althoug h developmentall y it' s a  long journe y 
to mak e i n fiftee n week s i f peopl e wit h disabilitie s hav e no t eve n 
been visibl e before . 

While Jon i wa s a  significan t resourc e an d teache r fo r al l o f us , 
while sh e generousl y an d thoughtfull y share d he r experience s a s a 
person livin g wit h a  disability , sh e als o mad e i t clea r tha t i t wa s im -
portant t o he r tha t a n able-bodie d perso n ha d chose n t o teac h thi s 
literature, tha t I  saw i t a s importan t t o teach "wha t I  was not. " I t wa s 
also th e firs t tim e i n fou r year s a t th e Universit y o f Nebraska , sh e 
said, tha t thi s aspec t o f he r experienc e ha d bee n include d i n a  class . 
First, i t wa s affirmin g an d empowerin g t o her ; second , i t mad e th e 
lives o f wome n wit h disabilitie s visibl e t o th e othe r students ; third , i t 
complicated th e categor y o f "woman " i n a  wa y tha t mad e a  unitar y 
identity politic s o f gende r impossible . 

In orde r t o tak e accoun t o f m y ow n location , i t seem s necessar y t o 
ask som e seemingl y elementar y questions . Wha t doe s i t mea n t o b e 
"disabled"? Wha t doe s i t mea n t o b e "able-bodied" ? Wha t ar e th e 
implications o f thes e identitie s i n terms o f th e titl e o f thi s book, Teach-

ing What  You're  Not?  I s ther e a n identit y politic s i n disabilit y studie s 
that enable s m e t o be "not " disabled ? Unlik e som e (bu t no t all ) iden -
tities, being "disabled " ca n be changeable fo r som e people . Some peo -
ple wh o hav e bee n blin d recove r thei r sight ; som e peopl e wit h disa -
bling disease s an d condition s g o int o remission . Bein g "able-bodied " 
is a  changeabl e conditio n a s well . I  coul d becom e disable d i n a  mo -
ment, throug h acciden t o r disease . Josep h Shapir o point s ou t tha t 
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"Fewer tha n 1 3 percent o f disable d American s wer e bor n wit h thei r 
disabilities" (7) . Doe s thi s mak e m y bein g a n able-bodie d perso n a t 
this tim e (o r "temporaril y able-bodied"), 1 teachin g literatur e b y 
women wit h disabilities , differen t fro m m y bein g a  whit e perso n 
teaching Africa n America n literature ? Afte r all , a white person canno t 
become Africa n American . O f course , othe r identitie s als o see m 
changeable; fo r example , man y peopl e wh o hav e live d fo r year s a s 
heterosexual late r com e t o identif y a s lesbia n o r gay . Ar e ther e som e 
identities tha t ar e immutable , biological , an d som e tha t ar e not ? Un -
derlying thes e question s i s a  large r questio n abou t identit y politics . 
Are ther e som e identitie s tha t "count " i n identit y politics ? "Gender , 
race, an d class " i s a  trilog y w e ofte n hea r recite d i n academi c work . 
However, I  thin k w e mus t as k wha t thi s trilog y excludes , an d w e 
must complicat e ou r notion s o f identit y beyon d it . 

Is disabilit y a n identit y tha t "counts " i n identit y politics ? A  wid e 
range o f condition s an d experience s i s covere d i n th e ter m "disabil -
ity." Th e editor s o f With  the  Power of Each Breath write i n thei r intro -
duction tha t the y bega n workin g o n th e book "wit h a  stron g politica l 
commitment t o produc e a n antholog y representativ e o f al l disable d 
women. W e wante d th e impossible : tha t thi s collectio n woul d b e the 

definitive statemen t b y an d abou t disable d women . I t i s not" (11) . As 
"disability" i s use d i n th e Unite d States , i t include s peopl e wit h vi -
sual an d hearin g impairments , peopl e wh o ar e quadriplegic , peopl e 
who ar e paraplegic, people wit h othe r kind s o f mobility impairments , 
people wit h hear t conditions , peopl e wit h multipl e sclerosis , peopl e 
with epilepsy , peopl e wit h medica l complication s du e t o diabetes , 
and peopl e wit h menta l disabilities , amon g othe r things . It' s clea r 
that th e experienc e o f disabilit y wil l b e ver y differen t dependin g o n 
what kin d o f disabilit y a  perso n live s with . Wha t w e cal l "disabled " 
is a  multiple , no t unitary , se t o f condition s an d experiences . Ca n i t 
then b e a n "identity" ? 

Michelle Fin e ha s pointe d ou t tha t othe r factor s als o influenc e a 
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person's experienc e o f her o r hi s disability , althoug h mos t researcher s 
have no t acknowledge d thi s i n thei r work : 

To date, almost all research on disabled men and women seems simply 
to assume the irrelevance o f gender , race , ethnicity, sexual orientation , 
or socia l class . Havin g a  disabilit y presumabl y eclipse s thes e dimen -
sions of social experience. Even sensitive students of disability . . . hav e 
focused o n disabilit y a s a  unitary concep t an d hav e take n i t t o be no t 
merely the "master' ' status but apparently the exclusive status for disa -
bled people. Paralleling what Hester  Eisenstein (1983 ) has described a s 
the "fals e universalism " o f feminis t writin g o f the 1970s , the disabilit y 
rights literature has chosen to stress commonalities among al l disabled 
people rather than differences. (141 ) 

Since th e ter m "perso n wit h a  disability " falsel y universalize s a s 
much a s 1970 s feminis t writin g di d wit h "woman, " i t i s importan t t o 
take accoun t o f th e degre e t o whic h th e categor y i s sociall y con -
structed an d th e effec t thi s has o n a  person's identity . Fine states , 

It is ironic to note that the very category that integrates this text, "disa-
bled girls and women," exists wholly as a social construct. Why should 
a limb-deficient girl , a teenager with mental retardation, or a blind gir l 
have anything in common with each other or with a woman with breast 
cancer o r another woma n who i s recovering from a  stroke? What they 
share is similar treatment by a sexist and disability-phobic society. (144) 

Another wa y o f talkin g abou t th e sociall y constructe d natur e o f 
"disabled" a s a n identit y i s t o distinguis h betwee n "disability " an d 
"handicap." Debr a Connor s write s tha t a  classmat e o f her s mad e 
this distinction : " A disability , sh e explained , i s a  physica l o r menta l 
impairment. A  handica p i s a  se t o f socia l condition s whic h imped e 
our independence " (92) . Michelle Fin e elaborates : 

Likewise i n th e pas t twent y years , both th e stud y an d th e politic s of 
disability hav e undergon e transformation . Activist s an d scholar s hav e 
insisted tha t th e disability  (the biologica l condition ) b e conceptuall y 
disentangled fro m th e handicap  (th e socia l ramifications ) o f th e condi -
tion. Obstacles to education, community an d politica l participation, in-
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dependent living , employment, and persona l relationships derive d no t 
from the incapacities, for example, of individuals in wheelchairs to walk 
stairs but in the existence of the stairs themselves. If people with mobil-
ity impairments coul d no t ente r buildings withou t ramp s o r ride inac-
cessible buses , th e faul t wa s i n th e structure s an d th e transportatio n 
system, no t i n thei r bodies . I f peopl e wh o wishe d t o wor k coul d no t 
because o f the medical standards tha t barred anyon e with a  history of 
heart disease , cancer , epilepsy , o r obesit y o r anyon e wit h diabete s o r 
visual o r hearing impairments , th e problem migh t be on e o f arbitrar y 
medical standards, and not of a person's inherent incapacity to perform 
specific jo b tasks . I f youn g adult s wit h sensory , motor , o r learnin g 
disabilities wer e no t attainin g a  postsecondary education , perhap s th e 
problem la y no t i n thei r biolog y bu t i n th e institution' s architecture , 
testing requirements, or admissions standards. (143) 

Debra Connor s analyze s th e socia l constructio n o f disabilit y i n a 
historical context : "Disabilit y i s not a  medical problem; nor i s able-is m 
just a  se t o f prejudicia l idea s abou t disable d people . Disabilit y i s a 
social institution whic h ha s develope d alongsid e capitalism . Ou r soci -
etal positio n ha s bee n shape d b y histor y an d i s inextricabl y wove n 
into th e fabri c o f American culture . Ther e i s no reaso n t o assum e tha t 
medical condition s ar e disabilitie s o r tha t the y shoul d necessaril y b e 
stigmatizing" (93) . 

People with disabilitie s report consistently o n aspects of a "disable d 
identity" tha t ar e attributed t o them by othe r people . They ar e consid -
ered childlik e an d ofte n treate d lik e children ; the y ar e considere d 
asexual, mentally impaired n o matter what thei r disability , dependent , 
passive, lazy, and unemployable . 

However, i t i s als o tru e tha t wit h th e adven t o f a  disabilit y right s 
movement i n th e Unite d States , man y peopl e fee l prou d t o clai m 
their identit y a s people wit h disabilities , acknowledging tha t both th e 
physical and socia l elements of disability have shaped thei r experienc e 
and therefor e thei r identities . I n th e fil m Positive  Images:  Portraits of 

Women with  Disabilities,  one woman state s tha t sh e i s insulted whe n a 
person says , " I don' t eve n notic e tha t yo u ar e disabled. " Sh e says tha t 
a clos e frien d woul d neve r mak e tha t statement , becaus e a  frien d 
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would kno w ho w muc h he r disabilit y i s a  par t o f her . Joseph Shapir o 
begins his book No  Pity  wit h a  similar example : 

Nondisabled Americans do not understand disable d ones. 
That wa s clea r a t th e memoria l servic e fo r Timoth y Cook , whe n 

longtime friends go t up to pay him heartfelt tribute . "He never seeme d 
disabled t o me, " sai d one . "H e wa s th e leas t disable d perso n I  eve r 
met," pronounced another . I t was the highest praise these nondisable d 
friends could think to give a disabled attorney who, at thirty-eight years 
old, ha d wo n landmar k disabilit y right s cases , including on e t o forc e 
public transi t system s t o equi p thei r buse s wit h wheelchai r lifts . Bu t 
more tha n a  few head s i n th e crowde d chape l bowed wit h a n uneas y 
embarrassment a t the supposed compliment . I t was as if someone ha d 
tried t o complimen t a  blac k ma n b y saying , "You'r e th e leas t blac k 
person I  ever met, " a s false a s telling a  Jew, " I never thin k o f yo u a s 
Jewish," as clumsy a s seeking to flatter a  woman with , "You don' t ac t 
like a woman." (3) 

Shapiro goe s o n t o explai n tha t whil e h e know s tha t thes e speaker s 
felt the y wer e sincerel y praisin g Cook , i t i s no w possibl e fo r peopl e 
with disabilitie s t o hav e prid e i n bein g disabled , o r a t leas t see k no t 
to hid e i t a s a  shamefu l thing . "A s a  resul t o f a n ongoin g revolutio n 
in self-perception , the y (ofte n alon g wit h thei r families ) n o longe r se e 
their physica l o r menta l limitation s a s a  sourc e o f sham e o r a s some -
thing t o overcom e t o inspir e others . Toda y the y proclai m tha t i t i s 
okay, eve n good , t o be disabled " (4) . 

My teachin g rest s o n th e assumptio n tha t ther e is  a  self-consciou s 
identity o f " a woma n wit h a  disability. " Th e literatur e I  teac h i s no t 
by wome n wh o "happe n t o be " disabled ; i t i s b y wome n wh o hav e 
consciously though t abou t thei r identitie s a s havin g bot h a  physica l 
and a  sociall y constructe d component . The y ar e wome n who , eve n i f 
they ar e first-tim e writers , responded t o a n externa l o r interna l cal l t o 
write abou t thei r experience s a s wome n wit h disabilities . Suc h self -
identification obviousl y ha s a  significan t politica l component ; i t 
makes a  politica l movemen t possible . Thi s i s a n importan t tim e fo r 
people wit h disabilitie s t o identif y a s suc h becaus e previou s libera -
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tion movement s i n th e Unite d State s hav e largel y exclude d them . 
During th e 199 2 election , fo r example , a  write r fo r th e Disability  Rag 

pointed out , "It' s th e yea r o f th e woma n i n politics , heralde d i n th e 
press, on TV , by th e pols , the pollsters , and th e pundits . It' s als o bee n 
the yea r o f ga y an d lesbia n issues . . . . Bu t neithe r part y ha s give n a s 
much a s li p servic e t o disabilit y rights " (1 , 4). 

As a  feminist , I  kno w tha t al l oppression s ar e linked ; the y hav e a 
similar dynamic , an d w e canno t eras e on e withou t workin g agains t 
them all . I know tha t a  woman wit h a  disability experience s he r iden -
tity a s complex , wit h gender , race , sexua l orientation , class , physica l 
ability, an d othe r aspect s al l factor s i n ho w sh e experience s th e 
world. I  believ e tha t includin g wome n wit h disabilitie s challenge s 
many o f ou r theorie s an d generalities , making ou r description s o f th e 
world riche r an d mor e complicated . Sandr a Harding' s descriptio n o f 
feminist standpoin t epistemolog y i s helpfu l here . Thi s epistemolog y 
is base d o n th e notio n tha t knowledg e i s sociall y situate d an d tha t 
in a  stratifie d society , "empiricall y mor e accurat e description s an d 
theoretically riche r explanations " resul t fro m usin g th e resource s o f a 
lower-status grou p t o vie w natur e an d societ y (119) . Hardin g use s 
gender, bu t I  believe tha t disabilit y standpoin t epistemolog y operate s 
the sam e way . Lik e gender , th e standpoin t o f disabilit y present s a 
"less partia l an d distorte d . . . pictur e o f natur e an d socia l relations " 
(121) tha n a  conventiona l view , becaus e "i n system s o f dominatio n 
the visio n availabl e t o th e ruler s wil l b e bot h partia l an d perverse " 
(Hartsock, quote d i n Hardin g 120) . 

But Hardin g caution s tha t a  standpoin t i s no t th e sam e a s a  poin t 
of view : 

In a  sociall y stratifie d societ y th e objectivit y o f th e result s o f researc h i s 
increased by political activism by an d o n behalf o f oppressed, exploited , 
and dominate d groups . Onl y throug h suc h struggle s ca n w e begi n t o 
see beneat h th e appearance s create d b y a n unjus t socia l orde r t o th e 
reality o f ho w thi s socia l orde r i s i n fac t constructe d an d maintained . 
The nee d fo r struggl e emphasize s th e fac t tha t a  feminis t [ I woul d 
substitute "disability" ] standpoin t i s no t somethin g tha t anyon e ca n 
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have simply by claiming it. It is an achievement. A standpoint differs i n 
this respec t fro m a  perspective , whic h anyon e ca n hav e simpl y b y 
"opening one's eyes." (127) 

As an able-bodie d woman , I  see myself a s a  social and politica l all y 
by teachin g literatur e b y wome n wit h disabilitie s throug h th e len s o f 
disability standpoin t epistemology . I  am als o a n activis t o n disabilit y 
issues. I  hav e writte n letter s t o th e edito r abou t ableis t languag e i n 
newspaper articles ; I  hav e proteste d th e lac k o f a n adequat e an d 
working elevato r i n a  ne w art s center , includin g letter s t o th e editor , 
to universit y officials , an d t o a  stat e senator ; I  hav e boycotte d an d 
urged other s t o boycot t loca l theater s tha t ar e no t accessible . Fo r me , 
feeling I  ca n us e disabilit y standpoin t epistemolog y ha s bee n th e 
result o f reading , talkin g wit h peopl e wit h disabilities , an d attendin g 
workshops. I  have rea d everythin g I  have com e acros s b y an d abou t 
women wit h disabilities , disabilit y theory , an d disabilit y politics . I 
subscribe t o an d rea d th e Disability  Rag  regularly . Wome n wit h disa -
bilities have been generou s i n talking with m e an d helpin g me under -
stand th e realit y o f thei r lives . Workshop s b y Conni e Panzarin o an d 
Mary France s Piat t o n ableis m a s a  paralle l oppressio n t o othe r op -
pressions have als o been extremel y helpful . 

Although disabilit y standpoin t epistemolog y require s that we iden -
tify a  disabilit y perspective , i t doe s no t pus h towar d erasin g differ -
ences or regarding disabilit y a s a  unified experience . Following stand -
point theory , th e mor e multipl e ou r standpoints , th e mor e complet e 
view o f th e worl d w e wil l have . Hardin g specificall y explore s rac e 
and sexualit y i n writin g abou t feminis t standpoin t epistemology , fo r 
example. Thi s ha s implication s fo r teaching . A s wit h an y othe r 
"group" w e "teach, " w e nee d t o b e carefu l t o tal k abou t people' s 
experiences a s complex and individual , not "the  woman's experience/ ' 
or "the  disable d experience. " I  try , throug h a  variet y o f teachin g 
techniques, to make thi s part o f my classes , but it' s difficult , especiall y 
when i t i s mos t students ' firs t effor t t o consciousl y focu s o n th e 
experience o f peopl e wh o ar e differen t fro m them . W e ar e alway s 



140 B A R B A R A D I B E R N A R D 

balancing disability a s a physical an d sociall y constructed identit y an d 
human experienc e a s individual . 

What ha s actuall y gon e o n i n th e classroo m whe n thi s whit e able -
bodied woman has taught literature by women with disabilities? Wha t 
has happened fo r th e students , and wha t ha s happened fo r me ? 

A look back a t my syllabu s shows me tha t the firs t tim e I  used With 

the Power of  Each Breath, it wa s on e o f te n book s I  aske d th e student s 
to bu y an d read . I t wa s th e onl y antholog y an d th e onl y nonfictio n 
book besides Ma y Sarton' s Journal of a Solitude. I  asked th e student s t o 
read approximatel y 9 0 o f th e 350  pages , an d I  surmis e fro m th e fac t 
that w e spen t onl y on e clas s sessio n o n th e boo k tha t I  didn' t quit e 
know wha t t o d o wit h it . M y discomfort , I  believe , stemme d fro m 
the fac t tha t th e author s wer e no t "professional " writer s an d thei r 
autobiographical storie s wer e no t amenabl e t o th e usua l type s o f 
literary criticism . Th e student s wer e no t bothered , however ; the y 
found th e book ver y powerfu l an d urge d m e t o use i t again . 

Through m y feminis t readin g an d teachin g I  have com e t o se e tha t 
the standard s o f "good " literatur e hav e ofte n exclude d th e wor k o f 
women an d othe r marginalize d groups . Readin g an d teachin g Tilli e 
Olsen's Silences,  Joanna Russ' s How  to  Suppress  Women's  Writing,  an d 
Virginia Woolf' s Room  of  One's  Own  i n conjunctio n wit h Alic e Walk -
er's "I n Searc h o f Ou r Mothers ' Gardens " hav e radicall y broadene d 
my notion s o f "art " an d "literature. " I n her book Silences,  Tillie Olsen , 
incorporating th e word s an d idea s o f Virgini a Woolf , speak s elo -
quently o f what w e need i n and fro m writing : 

Read th e compass o f women writer s i n our infinit e variety . .  . . 
Teach women' s live s throug h th e live s o f th e wome n wh o wrot e th e 

books, a s well a s through th e books themselves ; and throug h autobiog -
raphy, biography , journals , letters . Becaus e mos t literatur e concern s 
itself wit h th e live s o f th e few , kno w an d teac h th e fe w book s close r t o 
the lives of the m a n y . . . . 

Help creat e writers , perhap s amon g yourselves . Ther e i s s o muc h 
unwritten tha t need s t o be written . . . . I t does no t matte r i f i n it s begin -
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ning what emerge s is not great , or even (a s ordinarily defined ) "good " 
writing. 

Whether tha t is literature, or whether that is not literature, I will not 
presume to say, wrote Virginia Woolf in her preface t o Life As We  Have 
Known It, Memoirs  of the Working Women's Guild, bu t tha t i t explain s 
much and tells much, that is certain. 

The greatness o f literature i s not only in the great writers , the good 
writers; it is also in that which explains much an d tell s much (th e soil, 
too, of great literature). (43-44) 

As I enacted Olsen's , Woolf's, and others ' ideas about literature an d 
art into my teaching , I became more comfortable teachin g literature b y 
women wit h disabilitie s an d mor e thoughtfu l abou t how an d wh y I' m 
using thi s literatur e i n m y classes . I n th e pas t severa l years , I  hav e 
integrated writin g b y wome n wit h disabilitie s thematicall y int o m y 
courses, and hav e enlarge d m y source s beyond With  the  Power of Each 

Breath. Fo r example , i n th e sam e clas s wher e I  onc e taugh t ninet y 
pages of With  the  Power in one isolated clas s period, I  now us e a packe t 
that include s writing s fro m With  the  Power, With  Wings:  An Anthology 

of Literature  by  and  about  Women  with  Disabilities,  an d Voices  from the 

Shadows: Women  with  Disabilities  Speak  Out.  I  hav e include d reading s 
from thes e book s i n th e section s o f th e cours e dealin g wit h growin g 
up, education , creativity , sexualit y an d relationships , mother s an d 
children, an d wome n bondin g an d strength . I  hav e als o regularl y 
shown th e fil m Positive  Images:  Portraits  of  Women  with  Disabilities, 

which interview s wome n wit h thre e differen t disabilitie s abou t thei r 
childhoods an d education , an d show s the m goin g shopping , a t work , 
dealing wit h sexua l an d othe r relationships , an d generall y goin g o n 
with living their lives . What I' m tryin g t o do in my themati c approac h 
and th e grouping s o f th e reading s i s t o kee p u s fro m unthinkingl y 
theorizing "woman " a s white , middle-class , heterosexual , an d able -
bodied, t o avoi d an y unitar y essentia l concep t o f "woman. " I n othe r 
words, it' s a  pedagogica l strateg y tha t complicate s identit y politics . 
When w e di d th e sectio n o n mother s an d children , fo r example , w e 
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read abou t th e experienc e o f a  blac k slav e woma n (Brent , excerpt s 
from Incidents  in  the Life of a Slave Girl), an impoverished whit e woma n 
during th e Depressio n (LeSueur , "Annunciation , ,) / a  blac k lesbia n 
(Lorde, "No w Tha t I  Am Foreve r wit h Child") , a  whit e middle-clas s 
woman (Kumin , "Makin g th e Ja m withou t You") , a  blac k woma n i n 
the rura l Sout h o f th e Unite d State s (Walker , "Everyda y Use") , a n 
unmarried Chines e woman whose stor y i s told by her Chinese-Ameri -
can niec e (Kingston , "N o Nam e Woman") , a  woma n wit h M S wh o 
was not physically stron g enough t o hold he r baby an d who coul d no t 
make eye contact with her because o f vision loss (LeMaistre), a woma n 
paralyzed fro m th e wais t dow n wh o ha d a  tuba l ligatio n afte r thre e 
miscarriages (Matthews) , an d a  woma n wit h poli o whos e daughter s 
were twent y month s an d thre e week s whe n sh e becam e disable d 
(Matthews). I  hav e als o taugh t Ann e Finger' s Past  Due:  A  Story  of 

Disability, Pregnancy  and  Birth  an d invite d Finge r t o spea k a t ou r 
campus, an d hav e taugh t Conni e Panzarino' s autobiograph y The  Me 

in the  Mirror. 

One techniqu e I  us e sparingly , bu t a t leas t twic e a  semester , i s a 
round robi n i n which ever y studen t receive s a  number an d speak s i n 
turn. Th e mai n rul e i s tha t n o on e ca n b e interrupted ; everyon e ca n 
have th e floo r fo r a s lon g o r shor t a  tim e a s sh e o r h e wants . I 
encourage student s t o tak e note s whe n other s ar e speakin g o n thing s 
they wan t t o g o back t o an d discus s i n mor e dept h later . I  have use d 
this format a  number o f times when dealin g with literature by wome n 
with disabilities , for severa l reasons. It allows us to get a  large numbe r 
of response s ou t ont o th e floor ; i t ensure s a  rang e o f responses , fro m 
very personal and emotiona l ones to more distanced an d literar y ones ; 
and i t allow s student s t o spea k i n wha t the y fee l i s a  nonthreatenin g 
atmosphere. Whe n I  firs t use d thi s technique , m y goa l wa s t o ge t 
everyone t o speak , s o tha t student s woul d realiz e tha t eac h o f the m 
had importan t thing s t o say . I t was a  studen t wh o pointe d ou t t o m e 
an additional , powerfu l effec t o f th e round-robins . Sh e tol d m e tha t 
she liked round-robin s bette r tha n usua l clas s discussions because th e 
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person wh o spok e directl y afte r he r woul d b e concentratin g o n her o r 
his ow n ideas , no t attackin g he r (whic h wa s wha t sh e expected , an d 
experienced, unfortunately , i n many othe r clas s discussions). This wa s 
an importan t insigh t fo r me . When I  used a  round-robin fo r The  Me in 

the Mirror thi s past semester , students ' comment s range d fro m feelin g 
that Conni e wa s overl y demandin g o f he r aide s t o worrie s abou t 
knowing ho w t o reac t t o peopl e wit h disabilitie s t o admirin g Conni e 
for he r courage . I  thin k it' s importan t tha t student s perceiv e th e 
round-robin a s a  nonthreatenin g contex t i n whic h the y ca n voic e 
things the y have previously fel t silence d about . 

My student s als o writ e i n thei r journal s befor e w e discus s eac h 
reading i n class . Often i n thei r journals student s wil l expres s tha t thi s 
is th e firs t tim e the y hav e eve r rea d abou t peopl e wit h disabilities . 
Some wil l writ e abou t friend s o r relative s wh o hav e disabilities , in -
cluding olde r relative s with who m bringin g u p th e topi c i s forbidden , 
or friends thei r ag e paralyzed i n accidents . Other student s writ e abou t 
jobs o r internship s tha t involv e workin g wit h childre n wit h disabili -
ties. Many student s writ e abou t thei r confusio n an d fea r towar d peo -
ple with disabilitie s the y mee t o n campus . What ar e the y suppose d t o 
do? Shoul d the y sa y hell o t o a  perso n i n a  wheelchair , eve n i f the y 
don't kno w th e person ? I s lookin g awa y fro m tha t perso n a  for m o f 
prejudice? Shoul d the y offe r t o help ope n a  door, t o push someon e u p 
a stee p ramp , to aid someon e stuc k i n snow ? Thei r question s ar e real , 
and mos t sa y the y haven' t ha d an y plac e t o ask the m safely . The y ar e 
often ver y concerne d wit h th e "politicall y correct " languag e t o us e i n 
talking abou t o r t o a  perso n wit h a  disabilit y an d sa y tha t thei r 
avoidance o f people sometime s ha s t o do with thei r uncertaint y abou t 
terminology an d thei r fea r o f bein g deeme d "politicall y incorrect. " I 
respond t o th e question s they'v e raise d i n thei r journal s privately , 
sometimes lettin g the m kno w abou t experience s I'v e had , sometime s 
referring the m to other readings , sometimes quotin g people with disa -
bilities wh o ar e m y friends . I n thi s way , student s hav e anothe r "saf e 
space" in which t o voice thei r concern s an d fears . 
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When these question s come up i n class , I usually try to get student s 
to tal k wit h eac h othe r abou t the m instea d o f lookin g t o m e fo r a n 
"answer," althoug h I  am read y t o share m y ow n idea s an d responses . 
What I  wan t the m t o realize , bot h i n journa l response s an d clas s 
discussions, i s tha t ther e ar e n o clear-cu t rules . Situation s an d peopl e 
differ; wha t i s appropriat e fo r on e tim e an d plac e wil l no t b e appro -
priate fo r another . I  teac h "wha t F m not " a s someon e wh o ha s edu -
cated mysel f i n th e area , havin g don e a  lo t o f reading , havin g talke d 
to peopl e wit h disabilities , havin g attende d anti-ableis m workshops , 
and havin g engage d i n activis m o n th e issue . I  don' t hav e th e "an -
swers," but I  feel I  can help guid e student s toward a  useful discussion . 

Another techniqu e I  us e i n clas s i s t o as k student s t o temporaril y 
take o n the perspective o f someon e wh o i s disabled. On e exercis e tha t 
I us e regularl y wit h differen t piece s o f literatur e b y wome n wit h 
disabilities i s t o as k student s t o imagin e themselve s a s th e woma n 
with a  disability tha t w e hav e rea d about . I n a  timed anonymou s fre e 
writing I  ask the m t o describe , i n detail , thei r da y u p unti l the y cam e 
into thi s classroom . I  ask the m t o be ver y specific . A s a  prompt , I  as k 
them t o thin k abou t ho w the y woul d wak e up , ge t ou t o f bed , brus h 
their teeth , get dressed , ea t breakfast, an d s o forth. Whe n we ar e don e 
writing, I  ask a  student t o collect al l the writings an d the n redistribut e 
them, so presumably n o on e has her o r his own. Then I  ask volunteer s 
to read thei r writing s aloud , an d hav e severa l rea d befor e openin g u p 
a discussio n o f wha t i t wa s lik e t o d o th e exercis e an d wha t w e 
learned. Som e student s see m simpl y unabl e t o d o th e exercise ; the y 
cannot imagin e wha t i t woul d b e lik e t o b e paralyze d o r blind ; the y 
cannot imagine , eve n afte r readin g th e literature , wha t adaptation s 
they could mak e to function. Other s do extraordinarily wel l in puttin g 
themselves int o someon e else' s experience . Regularly , som e student s 
realize tha t the y don' t kno w whethe r th e buildin g w e ar e i n ha s a n 
elevator o r where th e accessibl e entranc e is ; they don' t kno w whethe r 
there i s publi c transportatio n tha t accommodate s wheelchairs ; the y 
don't kno w whethe r th e door s o f ou r classroo m ar e wid e enoug h fo r 
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a wheelchair . I n thi s exercise , I  wan t the m t o realiz e th e practica l 
implications o f havin g thi s disabilit y i n ou r town , attendin g ou r uni -
versity. I  wan t the m t o realiz e tha t a  woma n wh o use s a  wheelchai r 
might b e necessaril y mor e concerne d abou t whethe r o r no t sh e ca n 
physically ge t t o a  certai n clas s tha n th e fac t tha t som e wome n ar e 
often treate d a s sex objects in advertising . I  want fo r the m what I  want 
for myself , t o hav e a  mor e complet e vie w o f th e world . I  believ e 
disability perspective s an d disabilit y standpoin t epistemolog y ca n 
help. 

In other exercise s I design fo r class , I try to help student s go beyon d 
their "politicall y correct " anxietie s abou t whic h languag e t o use whe n 
talking wit h o r abou t a  perso n wit h a  disabilit y o r wha t t o d o o n 
meeting a  perso n wit h a  disabilit y o n campus . Sometimes , instea d o f 
asking them t o take on the persona o f a  woman wit h a  disability, I  ask 
them t o tak e o n th e person a o f a n able-bodie d perso n dealin g wit h a 
person wit h a  disability , a  situation close r t o most o f thei r ow n stand -
points. I n th e sectio n o n creativity , fo r example , w e rea d Debora h 
Kendrick's poe m "Fo r Tes s Gallagher, " i n whic h a n aspirin g poe t 
wishes t o tal k wit h th e famou s poe t afte r he r reading . Th e narrato r 
hopes t o tal k t o Tes s Gallaghe r "O f lin e an d phrase s an d mete r . . . 
and laug h lik e conspirators , ove r children, / Pets , and lover s w e hav e 
known." Bu t the poem ends : 

All we talk about instead 
Is the only 
Other 
Blind perso n yo u hav e known . 

(84) 

I have aske d th e student s t o d o th e followin g assignmen t i n smal l 
groups: "Yo u ar e Tes s Gallagher . Writ e you r ow n versio n o f th e 
evening Debora h Kendric k write s abou t i n he r poe m 'Fo r Tes s Gal -
lagher/ Thi s can be a  poem o r prose." In response, students have bee n 
able t o voice th e complexitie s o f a  "famous " perso n meetin g someon e 



B A R B A R A D I B E R N A R D 

she doe s no t kno w wh o admire s her , a s wel l a s o f a  sighte d perso n 
meeting someon e who i s blind wh o want s t o strike up a  conversation . 
I have foun d that , i n general , smal l group s wor k wel l fo r thes e kind s 
of assignments . Collectively , th e student s tal k ou t complication s 
within th e stil l practica l framewor k o f gettin g a n assignmen t done , 
and gettin g it done on time. It's good practice for communit y activism , 
I think . 

In anothe r smal l grou p exercis e I  hav e use d wit h "Fo r Tes s Gal -
lagher/' I  as k student s t o "Prepar e a  performance/readin g o f 'Fo r 
Tess Gallagher' t o present t o the res t o f the class. " Obviously student s 
must wor k closel y wit h a  poe m an d understan d it s complexit y i n 
order t o respon d adequatel y t o thi s assignment . Mos t d o well , an d 
some absolutel y astonis h m e wit h th e creativit y an d ris k takin g the y 
demonstrate i n the limited amoun t o f time they have t o do the work . 

In th e sectio n o n creativit y w e als o rea d Nanc y Mairs' s stor y 
"Shape," abou t a  woman sculpto r wh o ha s M S who i s shaping a  cla y 
head (sh e has already had t o give up workin g with wood afte r cuttin g 
herself severa l times) . Becaus e he r energ y i s limited , sh e tell s he r 
daughter sh e can' t tak e her an d a  friend t o the movie s tha t night . He r 
daughter responds , "N o wonde r Fathe r lef t y o u . . . . Harriet' s right — 
you're nothin g bu t a  damne d cripple " (96) . One o r mor e group s hav e 
this assignment : "Yo u are Abby, Pamela's daughte r i n 'Shape. ' Write / 
tell you r ow n versio n o f th e event s you r mothe r tell s i n 'Shape. ' "  I 
should emphasiz e her e tha t fo r m e suc h clas s activities work wel l in a 
class i n whic h student s kno w the y wil l b e aske d t o interac t wit h th e 
material i n a  direc t wa y i n class , an d i n whic h w e hav e develope d 
some trus t an d experienc e i n workin g togethe r an d hearin g man y 
voices. 

My exercise s ar e sometime s mor e pointedl y activist . I  have aske d 
students t o rea d a  handou t o n languag e us e calle d "Unhandicappin g 
Our Language. " In one group assignment I  tell them, "You are respon -
sible fo r introducin g 'Unhandicappin g Ou r Language ' t o th e offic e 
where yo u work . Ho w wil l you introduc e th e handout , wha t wil l yo u 
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do to let people know it' s important? Wha t wil l you d o t o help peopl e 
begin t o mak e th e languag e change s i t suggests? " Another grou p ha s 
this task : "Base d o n wha t w e hav e rea d an d see n s o fa r b y wome n 
with disabilities , wha t action s d o yo u recommen d tha t peopl e ca n 
take t o be allie s t o thes e wome n i n eliminatin g barrier s an d discrimi -
nation?" 

I adde d anothe r dimensio n t o m y teachin g o f literatur e b y wome n 
with disabilitie s i n th e fall  o f 1993 , whe n I  invite d Ann e Finge r t o 
campus. M y sophomore-leve l women' s literatur e clas s rea d he r auto -
biographical book Past  Due and wa s require d t o go to either a  readin g 
or a  tal k o n disabilit y tha t sh e gave . I n thei r journal s o n Past  Due, 

before the y ha d me t Finger , student s wrot e abou t a  variety o f things . 
One studen t wrot e movingl y abou t he r profoundl y disable d brothe r 
and th e tol l caring fo r hi m take s o n he r family , especiall y he r mother . 
Another wrot e abou t he r ow n rheumatoi d arthritis , an d th e uncer -
tainty an d scarines s o f no t knowin g ho w i t woul d develop . Anothe r 
wrote abou t he r aun t wh o ha d ha d polio . Severa l student s note d tha t 
they ha d neve r rea d a  description o f childbirt h a s graphi c a s Finger's . 
Some were uncomfortabl e wit h this ; others though t abou t thei r moth -
ers and th e physica l pai n tha t thei r birth s migh t hav e cause d them . A 
couple o f student s initiate d conversation s wit h thei r mother s abou t 
their births . Th e thre e mother s i n th e clas s wrot e abou t thei r ow n 
childbirth experiences . Man y student s like d th e fac t tha t th e boo k 
made the m thin k abou t difficul t issues . Specifically , a  numbe r o f stu -
dents though t abou t wha t the y woul d d o i f the y wer e pregnan t an d 
found ou t thei r fetu s wa s likel y to be disabled . 

On th e firs t da y o f class discussion , we di d a  round robin . Student s 
spoke o f man y o f th e issue s the y ha d writte n abou t i n thei r journals , 
although no t som e o f th e mos t personal . Mos t peopl e commente d i n 
their nex t journal s tha t the y foun d th e round-robi n worthwhil e an d 
that the y ha d learne d a  lo t fro m thei r classmates ' responses . Th e nex t 
class perio d I  aske d student s t o writ e dow n a  passag e tha t move d 
them emotionally , angere d them , o r mad e the m think , wit h a  fe w 
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notes a s t o wh y i t affecte d the m so . The n I  aske d the m t o shar e thi s 
with on e othe r person . Afte r that , I  opene d u p clas s discussio n b y 
asking dyad s t o shar e wha t the y ha d talke d about . Th e discussio n 
again was complex , serious , wide-ranging . 

But som e interestin g an d unexpecte d thing s happene d whe n th e 
students go t to hear Ann e Finger . For her evenin g speech , I  had aske d 
Finger t o d o wha t I  calle d "Disabilit y 101"—tha t is , t o assum e tha t 
most o f th e audienc e wa s quit e ne w t o disabilit y issues . Sh e did , I 
thought, a n excellen t job , usin g lot s o f persona l example s fro m he r 
own lif e an d othe r people' s t o show th e kinds o f institutionalized an d 
unquestioned assumption s mad e abou t peopl e wit h disabilities , an d 
the handicap s i n th e for m o f barrier s tha t able-bodie d peopl e pu t i n 
their way . I  fel t tha t Finger' s ton e wa s direc t bu t mil d an d wa s 
effective fo r gettin g her point s across . I was somewha t startle d t o hea r 
that severa l o f th e student s foun d he r ton e ver y negativ e an d wer e 
uncomfortable wit h wha t the y perceive d a s Finger' s ange r towar d 
them a s able-bodie d people . Thes e student s fel t mor e negativ e afte r 
hearing he r tha n afte r readin g th e book . On e exampl e tha t cam e u p 
over an d ove r agai n i n thei r writte n report s o n he r tal k wa s he r 
remark tha t whe n sh e use s a  wheelchair , man y mor e peopl e ope n 
doors fo r he r tha n whe n sh e use s a  cane , eve n i f sh e i s balancin g a 
load o f book s o n on e ar m an d leanin g o n he r can e wit h th e other . 
Some student s responde d ver y defensively . The y "heard " Finge r say -
ing tha t sh e wa s no t gratefu l whe n peopl e opene d door s fo r her , an d 
they expresse d ange r a t her , sayin g the y "wer e jus t tryin g t o help, " 
and "sh e shoul d appreciat e peopl e helpin g her. " The y fel t sh e wa s 
accusing al l able-bodied peopl e o f being insensitive . 

Another exampl e wa s Finger' s analysi s o f th e Jerry Lewi s telethon . 
She talked abou t the way the telethon presents people with disabilitie s 
as eternal children ; even fifty-five-year-old me n ar e "Jerry' s kids." She 
talked abou t th e telethon' s "fals e promis e o f a  cure, " implyin g tha t 
it wa s terribl e t o b e disable d an d tha t onl y a  cur e wa s wort h ou r 
contributions, no t technolog y t o mak e livin g wit h a  disabilit y easier . 
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She talke d abou t th e threatenin g implication s o f th e pitche s t o sen d 
money—"You don' t wan t thi s t o happe n t o you. " Sh e talke d abou t 
the broade r issu e o f wh y peopl e wit h disabilitie s hav e t o be g o n 
television for donations . But what som e student s "heard " was that sh e 
was bein g unfai r t o Jerr y Lewis , tha t afte r all , he wa s jus t "tryin g t o 
help." 

There i s a  consisten t threa d here . Th e student s wh o wer e mos t 
uncomfortable an d angr y a t Finge r wante d t o remai n subject s an d 
central, whil e Finge r an d othe r peopl e wit h disabilitie s remaine d 
"other" an d marginal . The y di d no t wan t t o tak e responsibilit y fo r 
their able-bodiedness , thei r privilege ; the y di d no t wan t t o se e i t a s 
the location from whic h they experienc e the world. They wanted t o be 
in th e positio n o f choosin g whe n t o "help " unfortunat e disable d oth -
ers, and t o receive gratitud e fo r doin g so . Finger ha d said , "I f yo u ar e 
disabled an d conscious , yo u g o aroun d i n a  stat e o f rage. " The y di d 
not wan t t o hea r o f he r rage . T o on e o f thes e students , I  wrot e thi s 
journal response : 

maybe you can understand wh y Finger chos e to tell us about some of 
the negative thing s abou t bein g disabled . Wher e els e ar e we goin g t o 
hear them ? A s sh e said , whe n w e hea r anything , it' s usuall y 
"The Story/ ' o f ho w someon e triumphe d ove r al l difficulties , 
overcame al l obstacles . Yet , what abou t th e disable d wome n wh o ar e 
sexually abused, why is the unemployment rate among disabled people 
who wan t t o wor k 6 6 percent, wh y di d a  perso n assum e Finge r wa s 
looking fo r th e Communication s Disorder s Clini c whe n sh e sai d sh e 
wanted t o retur n a  ke y t o th e Communication s Dept ? Sh e live s wit h 
this ever y day , an d I  guess I  don' t min d i f sh e trie s t o tel l me , as a n 
ablebodied person, what it's like. 

Still, I don't thin k tha t student s wh o ha d thi s response ar e goin g t o 
come ou t o f m y clas s informe d disabilit y activists . The y ar e perhap s 
conceptually no t read y fo r th e kind s o f complexitie s Finge r wa s talk -
ing about . The y ar e fearful , I  think . The y d o no t wan t th e worl d a s 
they kno w i t to be challenge d o r changed . The y canno t se e privilege d 
locations a s locations. They d o no t se e knowledge a s socially situated . 
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I don' t thin k tha t i n a  fifteen-wee k semeste r I  ca n completel y trans -
form thes e students ' vie w o f th e world . Wha t I  ca n d o i s offe r som e 
reading, some experientia l exercise s in class , some challenging journa l 
responses, and hope that someday they will have enough othe r experi -
ences an d hav e los t enoug h o f thei r fea r t o loo k pas t thei r ow n 
supposed centralities . 

This open s u p th e large r questio n i n "teachin g wha t I  a m not" — 
am I  accomplishing m y goal s o f being a n all y o f peopl e wit h disabili -
ties, creating allie s in som e o f my students , and helpin g giv e student s 
a sens e o f th e individualit y an d complexit y o f th e live s o f th e wome n 
we read about ? I  notice as I type thi s that there i s a seeming contradic -
tion between th e firs t tw o goal s and th e third. In order t o be a  politica l 
ally, I  must se e mysel f a s "able-bodied " an d a  grou p o f othe r peopl e 
as "disabled" ; thi s kin d o f identit y politic s i s har d t o reconcil e wit h 
the ai m o f seein g th e complexit y o f anyone' s individua l experience , 
where disabilit y wil l b e jus t on e facto r amon g many . Thi s i s th e 
dilemma I  hav e bee n strugglin g wit h throug h m y teachin g an d 
through th e cours e o f writin g thi s essay . Lik e al l dilemmas , i t i s to o 
neat an d fals e whe n i t implie s I  mus t d o on e o r th e other . I  believ e 
that a t thi s historical tim e an d place , i t is important fo r m e t o teach a s 
if identit y politic s ha s a  reality an d unit y I  do no t believe i t has whil e 
actively teachin g agains t it . It' s importan t t o m e t o b e par t o f th e 
disability right s movemen t a s a n ally , a s a n able-bodie d perso n wh o 
also ha s man y othe r aspect s t o he r identity . It' s als o importan t t o m e 
to teac h th e complexity , individuality , an d socia l constructednes s o f 
all our identities . 

It seems appropriate t o end with the words o f some o f my students . 
I ask them t o write fina l journals i n which the y identify fiv e aspect s of 
the cours e tha t the y fel t ha d th e mos t impac t o n them . Som e o f the m 
pick th e writing s b y wome n wit h disabilities . I n th e wa y the y writ e 
about thei r perception s an d understandings , I  worry sometime s tha t I 
may be encouraging stereotype s rathe r tha n breaking them down . Th e 
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most notabl e s tereotype s ar e thos e o f th e pitiabl e "cr ipple ' ' a n d th e 

"Super -Cr ip / ' mater ia l fo r a  made-for-T V movie . I  als o rea d i n thei r 

journals , however , a  s t ruggl e wi t h th e complexit y o f ident i t y an d h o w 

to dea l w i t h "wha t I  a m no t " tha t seem s t o m e real , admirable , an d a 

place fro m whic h m u c h mor e ca n grow . Eac h o f thes e s tudent s ha s 

given m e permiss io n t o us e he r w o r d s i n thi s essay , hop in g the y wil l 

be usefu l t o othe r s tudent s an d teachers . 

Connie Panzarino' s boo k The  Me  in  the  Mirror  wa s als o a  persona l 
favorite. Issue s tha t fac e individual s wit h disabilitie s hav e alway s bee n 
an interes t o f mine . Conni e i s a n inspirin g woma n wh o ha s don e s o 
many things for Handicapped rights . I loved readin g abou t her persona l 
struggles an d triumphs . (Michell e Karmazin ) 

Reading Conni e Panzarino' s boo k wa s a n incredibl e revelatio n fo r me . 
. . . He r story , he r life , totall y opene d m y eyes . I  began t o see  everyone 
differently, peopl e wit h disabilitie s an d peopl e withou t disabilities . M y 
favorite clas s period whe n w e wer e readin g thi s book wa s th e on e tha t 
you ha d u s writ e a s i f w e wer e Connie . W e ha d t o writ e i n detai l 
everything w e di d fro m th e tim e w e wok e u p t o whe n w e wen t t o be d 
from Connie' s perspective . I t was definitel y a n eye-openin g experience . 
It literall y forced m e t o thin k abou t lif e an d wha t i t woul d b e lik e i n a 
completely differen t way . I t als o mad e m e extremel y appreciativ e an d 
more awar e o f m y ow n ablenes s an d ho w quickl y i t coul d al l be take n 
away fro m me . I  think tha t sometime s w e loo k a t peopl e wit h disabili -
ties th e sam e wa y w e d o th e homeles s an d seriou s criminals—i f w e 
keep the m o n the fringes o f societ y the y can' t touc h us , they can' t affec t 
us. I f we kee p a  wall between "us " and "them " the n wha t happene d t o 
"them" won' t happe n t o "us. " (Kim Hansen ) 

Reading The  Me in  the  Mirror b y Conni e Panzarin o wa s a  definit e learn -
ing experienc e fo r me . I  ha d neve r befor e considere d man y o f th e 
struggles tha t a  perso n wit h a  handica p face s i n thei r life . And , I  ha d 
never stoppe d t o thin k o f wha t a  da y i n th e lif e woul d b e like . Thi s 
book wa s ver y eye-openin g fo r me . Th e boo k offere d a  loo k a t th e 
personal an d politica l struggle s tha t Conni e face d throughou t he r life . 
The experienc e o f readin g thi s boo k wa s immeasurabl e a s t o th e in -
creased awarenes s I  gained . I  bega n t o questio n th e constructio n o f 
handicapped entrance s i n th e backs an d side s o f buildings . And , some -
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times I'v e looke d fo r entrance s an d the y haven' t bee n ther e a t all . Th e 
other da y I  met thi s woman name d Michelle . I t was col d an d rain y an d 
I was reall y happy tha t sh e asked fo r m y hel p o n ou r wal k t o class . She 
held m y umbrell a fo r u s whil e I  pushed . He r destinatio n wa s Aver y 
and w e starte d talkin g abou t th e tota l inconvenienc e o f th e entranc e 
being s o fa r ou t o f he r way . Sh e als o expresse d concer n abou t th e lo w 
bushes tha t lin e th e entrance . I t scare s he r whe n sh e i s ou t a t night . I 
believe tha t i f I  had no t bee n expose d t o th e boo k an d th e discussion s 
that accompanied , I  ma y no t hav e felt  comfortabl e talkin g t o Michell e 
about he r disability . (Sunshin e Black ) 

I am so glad tha t you brought th e issue o f disabilities into our class . You 
know, yo u ca n lear n abou t type s an d cause s o f disabilities , but nothin g 
can educat e a  perso n mor e tha n t o tal k t o a  perso n wit h a  disability . 
Connie Panzarin o educate s he r reader s i n thi s way . Sh e give s peopl e 
with disabilitie s a  voic e b y sharin g he r experience . I  thin k tha t fo r s o 
long non-disable d peopl e tende d t o thin k tha t peopl e wit h disabilitie s 
weren't rea l people—lik e the y didn' t hav e rea l emotions , ideas , an d 
thoughts. I  am s o thankfu l tha t thi s i s changing , i t i s literatur e lik e thi s 
that ca n change people' s attitude s an d lives . (Kelly Schreiner ) 

[The poe t Chrystos ] make s u s fee l lik e w e ar e al l connecte d an d ar e 
standing i n on e huge , earth-size d circle , holding hand s an d supportin g 
one another. When I  read her poem "Ceremon y fo r Completing a  Poetry 
Reading" I  ca n vividl y pictur e thousand s o f wome n i n th e circle , wit h 
Chrystos standin g amon g u s wit h a  basket o f gifts , talkin g an d passin g 
beads an d feather s an d othe r thing s around th e circle. . . . A few month s 
ago, Conni e Panzarin o wa s no t a  woman I  would hav e picture d i n th e 
circle o f wome n I  envisio n above . Al l th e wome n woul d hav e bee n 
standing, abl e t o pas s th e gift s aroun d jus t a s I  would . Mos t woul d 
have been white , heterosexual , American—jus t lik e me. Now m y circl e 
includes wome n o f differen t abilitie s an d color s an d personalities . Thi s 
is no t t o sa y tha t I  don' t hav e an y mor e t o lear n o r I  hav e completel y 
conquered m y prejudice s an d fear s abou t othe r people . Bu t th e mor e I 
read an d th e mor e I  learn , th e bigge r an d mor e divers e m y circl e gets . 
(Christy Johnson ) 

NOTE 

i. Thi s ter m "originate d amon g disable d peopl e an d ha s recentl y bee n 
used b y som e U.S . feminist s t o refe r t o peopl e wh o use d t o b e calle d 'able -
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bodied/ "  Cheris Kramarae an d Paul a Treichler , A Feminist  Dictionary  (Boston : 
Pandora Press , 1985) , 444-45. 
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Theory, Practice,  and  the 
Battered (Woman)  Teacher 

C E L E S T E M . C O N D I T 

Pedagogy—understood a s th e forma l theorizatio n o f teachin g prac -
tices—has becom e increasingl y fashionabl e o f late . Thi s tren d wa s 
led b y th e elit e privat e schools , bu t eve n th e majo r state-supporte d 
research institution s hav e recentl y becom e enamore d o f th e concep t 
of "teachin g a s scholarship." A  wide variet y o f factor s hav e produce d 
this trend , includin g intensifie d competitio n fo r studen t enrollments , 
pressure fro m stat e legislatures , an d authenti c feminis t concern s tha t 
we atten d t o teachin g (perceive d a s a  nurturin g practice ) ove r re -
search (perceive d a s a  statu s practice) . 

Whatever th e cause s o f thi s trend , on e o f it s characteristi c feature s 
is th e argumen t tha t teachin g practice s nee d t o be brough t mor e int o 
line wit h "cuttin g edge " theoretica l discourses . Th e particula r theo -
ries wit h whic h variou s scholar s woul d hav e teachin g b e realigne d 
vary fro m radica l democrati c theor y t o Foucauldia n power-knowl -
edge t o standpoin t theor y t o "invitationa l rhetoric. " Whateve r th e 
theory, however , I  believe tha t usin g theorie s a s cooki e cutter s t o de -
lineate teachin g practice s i s doome d t o failure . Theorizin g teachin g 
damages huma n being s becaus e theorizing , a s a  reductivis t activity , 
fails t o dea l wit h th e embodie d diversit y o f bot h teacher s an d stu -
dents an d fail s t o accoun t fo r th e complexit y o f thei r interactions . I 
will advanc e thi s argumen t b y describin g th e assumption s implici t 
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about th e teacher' s etho s i n effort s t o theoriz e teaching , an d b y de -
scribing m y ow n experience s a s a  woma n teache r dealin g wit h mal e 
students, experience s tha t beli e thes e assumptions . I  wil l the n offe r 
"critical commo n sense " a s a n alternativ e t o organizin g ou r teachin g 
around theory . 

Who Is a Teacher? 

In an y speakin g situatio n (an d teachin g i s invariably a  speakin g situ -
ation), al l speaker s arriv e wit h an d develo p wha t classica l rhetori -
cians calle d "ethos. " One' s etho s i s one' s perceive d characte r o r per -
sona.1 I t i s wh o th e audienc e think s yo u are . Etho s i s derive d fro m 
social roles , persona l appearance , voic e quality , managemen t o f lan -
guage, selectio n o f reasons , an d a  comple x amalga m o f expectation s 
and behaviora l interactions . I t strongl y influence s bot h th e natur e o f 
the affectiv e relation s betwee n speake r an d audienc e an d th e persua -
siveness o f th e messag e tha t th e speake r offers . 

Those wh o wis h t o impose cuttin g edg e theorie s o n teachin g prac -
tices generall y presum e a  certai n kin d o f etho s fo r th e teacher . The y 
presume tha t th e teache r i s powerful , probabl y excessivel y powerful , 
and tha t th e teache r ha s hig h credibilit y wit h th e students . The y 
worry tha t th e teacher' s powe r an d credibilit y wil l co w th e student s 
and tak e awa y th e students ' abilit y t o fin d thei r ow n identit y o r de -
velop thei r ow n "voice. " I n thi s versio n o f th e ivor y tower , th e pro -
fessor i s i n control . Eve n whe n th e professo r decide s t o "shar e 
power" an d engag e i n a  collaborativ e mode l o f teaching , i t i s th e 
professor wh o make s tha t decision . Moreover , thi s teache r i s a  ratio -
nal animal . The teacher rationall y an d thoughtfull y matche s theor y t o 
practice. Eve n whe n th e professo r decide s t o abdicat e authorit y an d 
engage i n dialogue , thi s i s onl y a  strategy . I t i s stil l th e teacher , i n 
conversation wit h othe r theorists , wh o decide s wha t rationall y de -
vised "theory " i s t o be presente d (o r embodied ) i n th e classroom . 

I d o no t liv e i n thi s theoretica l university . Whe n teachin g under -
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graduates, I  ofte n fee l les s lik e a  confident , rationa l professo r tha n a 
battered woma n wh o canno t escap e a  ba d marriage . Fo r me , under -
graduate teachin g i s no t a  matte r o f thoughtfu l directio n o f delicat e 
student minds , but mor e lik e a  desperat e attemp t t o mak e a  relation -
ship wor k whil e th e othe r part y maneuver s energeticall y an d angril y 
to shel l me . Th e regnan t theorie s o f teachin g thu s fail  me , an d cal l 
me t o searc h fo r som e alternatives . 

To reach fo r thes e alternative s require s tha t I  share wit h yo u som e 
of m y experience s fro m th e classroom . T o som e extent , thes e experi -
ences ar e grounde d i n gendere d experience . T o a  larg e extent , how -
ever, thes e gendere d experience s rais e a  mor e genera l se t o f issue s 
about th e powe r o f th e teacher . Unfortunately , lik e mos t member s o f 
most oppresse d groups , I  a m no t goo d a t drawin g th e lin e betwee n 
those experiences—i t i s al l too eas y t o se e al l trauma a s gendered . S o 
I wil l leav e i t t o th e me n t o sa y whic h experience s the y share . Befor e 
I begin , I  wan t t o mentio n tha t th e teachin g experience s I  describ e 
below wil l appear ver y bleak, and tha t the y d o not constitut e a n accu -
rate pictur e o f al l o f m y teachin g experience—ther e ar e man y joyfu l 
moments i n teaching . However , i t i s importan t t o atten d t o th e ba d 
side o f teaching , an d I  hav e ha d to o man y o f thes e ba d experience s 
at th e Universit y o f Georgia , a  larg e Souther n "research " university , 
named b y Money  magazin e a s on e o f th e "bes t buys " i n th e nation . 

When I  came t o teac h a t Georgia , I  came t o a n entirel y ne w se t o f 
experiences o f teaching . On e o f th e mos t shockin g element s o f tha t 
experience wa s th e repeate d nonverba l behavior s o f mal e students . 
Most notably , wheneve r the y wante d m e t o chang e thei r grad e o r 
give the m a n "excuse d absence, " the y woul d pu t thei r arm s aroun d 
my shoulder s o r plac e thei r hand s o n m y knee . Th e firs t tim e thi s 
happened t o me , i n th e middl e o f a  classroom , wit h othe r student s 
milling around , I  wa s s o stunne d I  coul d no t reac t othe r tha n b y 
shrugging an d backin g away . Later , I  was t o ge t angr y an d tel l the m 
not t o touc h me , fo r whic h I  wa s verball y accosted . Late r still , I 
learned t o giv e the m a  quiet , unthreatenin g explanatio n abou t non -
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verbal behavio r an d professiona l gende r norms . Bu t a s I  watched th e 
world aroun d me , I  discovere d tha t thi s manneris m wa s a  routin e 
way i n whic h whit e Souther n male s exhibi t thei r dominanc e ove r fe -
males. Becaus e i t wa s s o routine , ther e wa s n o wa y (othe r tha n sub -
mission) tha t I  coul d reac t t o thi s behavio r withou t bein g labele d a 
"bitch/' I n th e wors t cases , tha t labe l i s overtl y used ; a  femal e col -
league o f min e ha s eve n bee n chase d b y a  mal e studen t dow n th e 
hall yellin g a t he r fo r assignin g hi m a  lo w grade . I  mysel f hav e bee n 
physically threatene d an d hav e ha d t o as k fo r th e protectio n o f cam -
pus police . 

These ar e th e cleares t example s o f mal e contro l i n th e classroo m t o 
which I  ca n point , bu t the y ar e no t th e onl y typ e o f contro l tha t i s 
exercised, an d probabl y no t th e mos t importan t one ; gende r mani -
fests itsel f i n a  variet y o f ways . O n a  regula r basis , mal e student s 
challenge no t onl y m y arguments , bu t m y righ t t o tel l the m wha t t o 
do. I t i s difficul t t o describ e th e nonverba l behavior s b y whic h thes e 
challenges ar e made . I t i s a  glare , a  lifte d chin , a  defiance . Occasion -
ally thes e gesture s brea k ou t int o verba l form , a s wit h th e eighteen -
year-old wh o tol d m e ( a middle-age d ful l professor) , "yo u hav e t o 
earn m y respect. " Th e contro l i s als o issue d i n othe r ways . Mal e stu -
dents tal k more , an d the y mak e i t ver y difficul t fo r m e t o addres s 
female student s an d rais e issue s tha t I  perceiv e ar e mor e salien t fo r 
female students . 

When I  wal k int o th e classroo m eac h quarter , I  drea d th e ne w 
term, fo r I  know that , eac h time , I  am goin g t o hav e t o g o throug h a 
battle establishin g m y authority ; an d i n classroom s wit h a  hundre d 
students, authorit y i s a  necessity . Thi s i s no t th e gam e I  cam e t o th e 
role o f teache r t o play . I t i s no t th e rol e tha t m y feminis t theor y 
would hav e m e play . Bu t I  have learne d tha t I  a m force d t o pla y it , 
or I  canno t b e a  teache r here . I  a m no w fairl y goo d a t wagin g thi s 
battle. I do not los e very ofte n anymore , but I  am sapped , an d I  flinc h 
from teachin g undergraduate s s o tha t I  can avoi d thes e battles . 

I believ e tha t thi s "battl e o f th e sexes " tha t play s itsel f ou t i n th e 
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South i s merel y a n extrem e for m o f somethin g tha t goe s o n i n mos t 
classrooms i n America . To put i t bluntly, student s ar e no t ou r pawns . 
They ar e no t shee p tha t w e decid e t o teac h "actively " o r "passively. " 
They ar e highl y motivated , highl y skilled , an d enormousl y self-inter -
ested peopl e wh o fee l themselve s force d t o shar e a  classroo m wit h 
us, often agains t their desires , and they intend to minimize the pain w e 
cause them , an d sometime s t o maximiz e th e pai n the y inflic t o n us . 

The etho s o f "student " ha s probabl y alway s containe d mor e resis -
tance t o teacher s tha n ou r forma l theorizin g ha s recognized . Th e 
records show tha t student s a t Georgia wer e throwing thing s a t profes -
sors an d spittin g i n classrooms an d skippin g classe s i n th e nineteent h 
century, an d o f cours e demonstration s agains t th e authorit y o f th e 
university wer e commo n an d lou d i n th e sixtie s eve n i n th e South . 
However, ther e ar e a  variet y o f institutiona l factor s tha t see m t o 
enhance thi s power i n our ow n era . 

The firs t institutiona l suppor t fo r studen t powe r i s th e us e an d 
character o f teachin g evaluations . Le t m e sa y firs t tha t I  believe tha t 
students hav e a  righ t t o giv e anonymou s feedback , and , excep t i n 
exceptional circumstances , I  ten d t o ge t hig h teachin g evaluation s 
numerically. However , I  d o thi s not  b y bein g a  goo d teacher , bu t b y 
catering t o the prejudice s o f th e student s an d avoidin g irritatin g thei r 
prickly tempers. Nonetheless, I have been attacked i n the "open-ende d 
comments" on teaching evaluations, and m y younge r femal e peer s ar e 
even mor e pron e t o punishmen t vi a thi s means . Repeatedly , women -
oriented conten t (i t needn' t b e "feminist" ) garner s th e ir e o f mal e 
students. They readil y repor t o n teachin g evaluation s tha t on e i s "to o 
feminist" o r is "biased." This is not in any way an objective evaluation . 
Even b y introducin g tw o o r thre e speeche s b y wome n an d anothe r 
two o r three speeche s by blacks , a female teache r i n a  speech class ca n 
earn thi s sobrique t o n he r evaluations . "To o feminist " mean s simpl y 
that on e expresse s th e vie w tha t wome n speaker s hav e ha d specia l 
problems an d wer e historicall y silenced . I t doe s no t mea n tha t on e 
enacts th e speakin g styl e o r value s an d argument s o f Andre a Dwor -
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kin. I n othe r words , fo r thes e students , an y equalit y i s to o muc h 
equality. 

In my experience , male colleagues d o not tak e thi s kind o f abuse . If 
they d o teac h feminis t content , the y ar e no t suspecte d o f bein g a 
"biased specia l interest " (m y geologis t husban d gleefull y call s al l 
dinosaurs "she " i n hi s class , an d student s neve r complai n abou t hi s 
feminism). I f male s teac h conservativ e conten t instea d o f objectiv e o r 
liberal (a s i n th e "libera l arts" ) content , thi s i s take n a s "natural " o r 
"objective" an d s o no t commente d on . Bu t eve n i f me n d o receiv e 
political attack s fo r thei r perspectives , note two things . First, the poin t 
is the same . Students  are  exercising enormous power in controlling  what  is 

taught in  the  classroom.  Second, th e use s t o whic h thes e comment s ar e 
put b y administrator s ar e different . Femal e teacher s hav e thei r raise s 
and promotion s threatene d b y thes e comments . Departmen t head s 
put thes e comment s int o yea r en d evaluation s a s sign s o f failure s o f 
teaching. ( I am reportin g actua l incident s here , no t engagin g i n gen -
eral hand wringing. ) I  do not believe the same happens fo r men . (Thi s 
may be hand wringing. ) 

This proble m i s eve n greate r fo r femal e graduat e students . I  hav e 
now ha d t o counse l a  parad e o f femal e graduat e student s wh o re -
ceived ba d cours e evaluations . I n ever y case , I  have gon e t o observ e 
their teachin g in the classroom, only to find the m wel l organized, wel l 
prepared, an d givin g substantiv e lectures . I n eac h case , th e student s 
saw the women a s "biased" and "unfair. " I  believe they did s o primar -
ily becaus e o f th e women' s gender . Th e graduat e supervisor , i n on e 
case, commented tha t he  never had problem s with this . Students neve r 
challenged hi s politics. But of course , he fi t the profile o f a  "professor " 
and it s gende r expectations , an d h e sporte d relativel y conservativ e 
politics. Judging fro m hi s reactions t o my graduat e students ' compre -
hensive examinatio n papers , I  do no t thin k tha t h e i s an y les s biase d 
in th e classroom , bu t h e certainl y i s perceive d a s les s biased . Th e 
minute a  woman instructo r walk s int o a  Southern classroo m i n pant s 
and shor t hai r sh e i s branded a s outside th e bounds o f the normal— a 
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liberal, a  feminist , o r a  dyke . Ther e i s littl e sh e ca n d o t o disput e tha t 
automatic rejection . Mal e professor s hav e t o wor k a  littl e harde r t o 
earn tha t kind o f rejection . 

So what happen s t o th e femal e graduat e students ? I  counse l the m 
to learn t o "perfor m objectivity " fo r thei r students , and t o drop al l th e 
examples tha t matte r t o the m an d thei r femal e students . I  teach the m 
to li e low , hid e themselve s an d thei r interest s an d politic s unti l the y 
become ful l professor s an d ca n tolerate the salary hits . In other words , 
the vocal , white , male , upper-middle-clas s undergraduat e student s 
get thei r way . 

The misus e o f teachin g evaluation s is , unfortunately , no t th e sol e 
factor i n this battering of the college teacher. There are higher adminis -
trative structure s tha t participat e i n thi s gam e a s well . One note s firs t 
the rewar d structur e o f th e university . Ou r universit y take s grea t 
pride i n the fac t tha t i t "takes teachin g seriously, " but thi s means onl y 
that i t rewards thos e teacher s wh o pleas e students . Good teaching , i n 
my view, requires a  lot of hard wor k focuse d o n writing an d speakin g 
exchanges tha t requir e extensive feedback (i.e. , lots of time outside th e 
classroom). Thi s kin d o f goo d teaching , however , i s in n o wa y recog -
nized b y th e institution . Moreover , man y student s resen t bot h th e 
time the y hav e t o pu t int o suc h assignment s an d th e fac t tha t you r 
feedback t o the m inevitabl y ask s the m t o improv e (an d therefor e 
implies tha t the y ar e no t perfec t jus t a s the y are) . Thus th e universit y 
definition o f goo d teachin g a s catering t o the lowest commo n denomi -
nator amon g studen t pleasur e represent s a  doubl e whamm y t o th e 
would-be goo d teacher . You r salar y i s imperile d an d n o award s ar e 
forthcoming i f yo u d o no t sooth e th e students , an d i f yo u d o teac h 
well, this wil l take time awa y fro m you r researc h responsibilities , an d 
you wil l be further imperiled . 

All these problems ar e further exacerbate d b y the fact tha t adminis -
trations acros s th e countr y ar e pushin g fo r large r an d large r classes . 
The battle s o f on e professo r agains t thirty-fiv e ar e magnifie d tenfol d 
when i t becomes on e professor agains t th e anonymous hundred . Her e 
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the cultur e o f studen t resistanc e become s enormousl y powerful . I t 
makes i t impossibl e t o ru n a  democrati c classroo m o r a n activ e one . 
Students, when tol d t o thin k an d argue , break ou t int o th e chao s o f a 
mob, an d th e instructo r i s chastise d fo r "losin g contro l o f th e class -
room/' Th e cultur e o f resistanc e enable d i n thi s environmen t ha s 
taught student s t o challenge every grad e structur e an d ever y adminis -
trative decisio n o f a  professo r a s "unfair " (wher e fai r i s define d a s 
"not t o my advantage") . 

Finally, there ar e "staff " functions , thos e effort s t o "improv e teach -
ing," tha t als o batte r th e (woman ) teacher . Whe n face d wit h th e tas k 
of teaching classe s exceeding a  hundred student s I  diligently began t o 
attend th e "larg e lectur e discussio n group " o n campus . I n onl y a  fe w 
sessions I  learne d m y lesson . I f on e admits , before suc h a  body , tha t 
one ha s an y typ e o f difficult y teaching , on e i s immediatel y attacke d 
for one' s ba d teaching . On e i s "a t fault. " Ther e ar e n o systemi c prob -
lems, no basic gende r difficulties , n o bad students . There ar e only ba d 
teachers. Th e purpos e o f thes e group s i s t o shar e successes , whic h 
means tha t elderl y mal e business professor s si t around an d tel l every -
one abou t thei r wonderfu l model s an d man y successes , a s the y bi d 
against eac h other fo r thi s year's teachin g awards . 

By now i t shoul d b e clea r tha t I  see th e professo r wh o woul d wel l 
and trul y teac h a s bein g require d t o respon d t o a  powerfu l studen t 
culture, an d I  se e a  variet y o f universit y structure s complici t i n en -
hancing studen t powe r ove r teachers . I  see femal e instructor s a s par -
ticularly vulnerable t o this power, but I  recognize tha t th e same force s 
are a t wor k agains t mal e instructor s (the y simpl y hav e a  fe w mor e 
tools t o dea l with th e problems) . T o some extent , w e ar e al l Doonesb -
ury's Professo r Deadmon . 

Who Is a Student? 

This bring s u s t o th e issu e o f th e relationshi p o f ou r theorie s t o ou r 
students a s audience . As I  have suggested , i t appear s t o me tha t mos t 
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of th e theorie s w e brin g t o bea r i n critica l pedagog y presum e a  nee d 
to empowe r student s an d affir m thei r identity . I  hop e I  hav e sug -
gested tha t thi s i s no t uniforml y true . Th e lesson , however , i s no t t o 
develop a  ne w theor y tha t describe s student s a s powerfu l manipula -
tors, fo r no t al l student s ar e lik e tha t either . I  believe, therefore , tha t 
instead o f generating unifor m theories , pedagogy need s t o investigat e 
the particularitie s o f th e audience s w e face . Thi s i s i n par t becaus e 
our ow n etho s i s dependen t o n studen t expectations , bu t i t i s als o 
because wha t i t means t o teach a  person an d wha t on e ough t t o teac h 
that perso n depen d o n wh o the y are . Le t u s conside r then , ou r stu -
dents a s audiences , an d thei r goals . 

In th e firs t place , the goal s o f ou r student s ca n be compare d t o ou r 
own onl y o n a  case-by-case basi s (althoug h acros s time , patterns ma y 
appear amon g groups) . Th e goal s o f student s i n privat e universitie s 
are fa r mor e likel y t o be consonan t wit h thos e o f thei r professor s tha n 
are thos e i n larg e publi c institutions . Further , thos e o f yo u fortunat e 
enough t o teac h i n institution s wit h divers e studen t bodie s wil l fin d 
a differen t se t o f mismatche s betwee n you r ow n value s an d thos e o f 
the student s tha n I  face wit h m y upper-middle-clas s an d upper-clas s 
white mal e UG A students . Bu t eac h o f u s mus t star t ou r exploratio n 
of powe r an d teachin g wit h ou r ow n case . 

My students—th e majorit y o f them , o r a t leas t th e speakin g major -
ity—want th e bes t grad e a t th e lowes t cost . Period . I n contrast , m y 
goals require much wor k fro m them . I  am happy t o give good grades , 
but I  can ge t goo d wor k fro m mos t student s onl y i f I  tie goo d grade s 
to tha t work . I  mak e tha t lin k betwee n wor k an d grade s because , a s 
a teache r o f rhetori c an d communication , I  hav e thre e value s tha t I 
want m y student s t o adopt : (1 ) I  wan t the m t o b e bette r citizens , 
lovers, colleagues , parents , an d neighbors ; (2 ) I  want the m t o becom e 
more reflective , slowe r t o judge , an d mor e expansiv e i n th e thing s 
they com e t o includ e i n thei r consideration s fo r judgment ; an d fi -
nally, (3 ) I  hop e tha t I  ca n hel p the m t o articulat e thei r reflectiv e 
selves with eloquenc e an d sensitivit y t o those wit h who m the y speak . 
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In contras t t o thes e values , conside r a  fe w s ta tement s fro m s tuden t 

ass ignments I  hav e receive d recently . I  lis t afte r thes e s tuden t state -

men t s m y hones t reactions , thing s I  thin k ar e th e " t ru th , " t houg h I 

don ' t usual l y fee l fre e t o expres s thes e a s response s t o th e s tudents . 

More an d mor e politician s ar e fightin g fo r mor e lenien t sanction s fo r 
people tha t brea k th e law . I  thin k tha t w e shoul d g o bac k t o th e ol d 
philosophy o f "a n ey e for a n eye ; a tooth fo r a  tooth/' D o you thin k tha t 
petty shoplifter s woul d no t thin k twic e abou t stealin g tha t aspiri n i f 
they knew tha t the y could los e a  finger fo r it ? 

(To which I feel compelled  to ask, what politicians have fought for  more  lenient 
sanctions? And  yes,  the  evidence  suggests that  severity  of  penalty is  weakly 
connected to gravity of  the crime, but it  is  more directly connected  to the odds 
of detection, and would  you  truly  value  an aspirin  over  the  body of a human 
being?) 

Daily we dea l wit h th e proble m o f prison s overflowing . Thi s i s absurd . 
We coul d eliminat e thi s proble m easily . I f a  citize n i s foun d guilt y o f 
murder, tha t citize n should be executed withou t questio n o f delay . 

(To which I  must  say  that  the  number of  murderers would  hardly  make  a 
dent in  the  prison  population;  what  kind  of  emotion  enables  this  irrational 
argument?) 

Children shoul d stud y th e Bibl e i n schoo l an d lear n an d gai n wisdom . 
You may no t agree , but everyon e i s entitled t o thei r ow n opinion . Bu t i t 
is only through God' s comman d tha t a  good societ y wil l be achieved o n 
earth. 

(To which I must say,  how can you manage  authoritarian relativism?) 

I get sick and tire d o f old gre y heads slowin g me dow n o n the highway . 
These ol d peopl e shoul d b e take n of f th e road s s o the res t o f u s ca n ge t 
on wit h ou r business . A  tw o thousan d dolla r a  yea r drive r fe e woul d 
help solv e this problem . 

And , jus t fo r fun : 

We shoul d shu n peopl e lik e John Leni n wh o founde d communism. . . . 
If we eliminat e ou r corrup t Congres s we coul d stil l avoid a  dictatorshi p 
because the Presiden t woul d b e elected . 

These example s shoul d m a k e i t clear tha t a s a  teache r i n thi s setting , 

I a m teachin g who  I  a m not . Thes e s tudent s ar e no t a t al l lik e me . 
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Moreover, i n an y clas s wher e yo u ar e gradin g writin g an d speakin g 
assignments, teachin g wh o yo u ar e no t i s th e sam e thin g a s teachin g 
what yo u ar e not . Ther e i s n o simpl e separatio n betwee n etho s an d 
content. I f on e i s t o teac h a  studen t t o b e a  bette r write r o r speaker , 
this entail s improvin g th e qualit y o f thei r reasoning , th e qualit y o f 
their evidence , th e decenc y o f thei r emotions , a s wel l a s thei r abilit y 
to us e comma s an d voca l pauses . A t leas t i f on e follow s th e classica l 
criteria fo r rhetori c an d composition , criteri a tha t exten d bac k t o Aris -
totle, a  teache r i s enjoine d t o improv e th e etho s (character) , patho s 
(emotions), an d logo s (logic ) exhibite d i n a  student' s speakin g (an d 
writing).2 

There is , however , a  terribl e cos t t o thi s se t o f practices , an d tha t 
cost increase s wit h ever y incremen t o f differenc e betwee n th e teache r 
and th e student . Student s d o no t wan t t o b e tol d tha t the y ar e ill -
informed, narrow-minded , incapabl e o f consisten t thought , selfish , 
and cruel . They do not want t o be compared (eve n in the most cloake d 
fashion) t o mewling infant s wh o car e onl y fo r thei r ow n war m bottle , 
and loo k no t beyon d th e nex t feeding . The y mos t certainl y d o no t 
want t o be give n tha t a s a  reason fo r wh y the y ar e not goin g t o ge t a n 
A fo r th e speec h the y wrot e a t 2  a.m . las t night . Give n tha t man y 
students ar e relativel y empowere d t o figh t bac k i n man y institutions , 
I conclud e tha t professor s wh o fee l powerfu l ar e powerfu l onl y be -
cause thei r goal s an d view s ar e consonan t wit h thei r students ' an d 
institutions'. Th e res t o f u s fac e a  ver y differen t se t o f circumstances , 
and theorie s o f teachin g tha t d o no t recogniz e th e differen t persona e 
who mak e u p teachin g an d learnin g situation s ar e o f littl e use to us . 

Theories of Teaching 

Although I  have use d persona l example s t o sugges t tha t th e variabil -
ity o f th e etho s o f student s an d teacher s make s th e applicatio n o f 
theories t o teachin g practic e treacherous , I  would lik e t o deepe n tha t 
claim by illustratin g thes e pitfall s wit h regar d t o thre e contemporar y 
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theories tha t ar e being suggeste d fo r pedagogy . Th e firs t tw o o f thes e 
theories ar e "hot " amon g progressive s i n m y fiel d an d hav e som e 
interdisciplinary purchase . Th e thir d i s viewe d a s "outdated " an d 
"conservative," but , ironically , ma y b e o f mor e us e t o th e battere d 
woman professor . 

One o f th e mos t importan t theorist s i n th e humanitie s acros s th e 
past tw o decade s ha s bee n Miche l Foucault . Foucaul t offer s a  theor y 
about th e relationshi p betwee n powe r an d knowledg e tha t woul d 
seem t o b e highl y salien t t o pedagogica l reflections . Unfortunately , 
the experiences I  have describe d fro m teachin g see m t o discredi t Fou -
cault's claim s o n ever y count . Foucault' s imag e o f th e panoptico n o r 
the discipline d subordinat e doe s no t see m t o matc h m y classroo m 
and m y students. 3 It is true tha t student s ar e watched, bu t the y watc h 
back closely , an d wit h power . Student s kno w tha t powe r an d knowl -
edge ar e linked , an d the y ar e guardin g thei r ow n system s o f power / 
knowledge closely . Ther e i s n o singl e epistem e here , bu t a  struggl e 
among man y views . Perhaps th e students hol d hegemony , o r perhap s 
the administrator s an d student s hol d hegemon y i n coalition . Bu t i n 
either case , I  fin d i t difficul t t o clai m tha t i t i s "knowing " i n an y 
meaningful sens e tha t ha s th e uppe r han d here . Knowledg e i s weak ; 
self-interest i s strong . Emotion , no t knowledge , guard s th e gate s o f 
self-interest. 

An alternativ e progressiv e theor y ma y therefor e see m more appro -
priate. On e o f th e mos t activ e area s o f researc h i n cultura l studie s 
and communicatio n studie s i n th e pas t decad e ha s been th e theor y o f 
the "activ e audience. " Thi s theor y hold s tha t audience s fo r mas s me -
dia ar e no t passiv e receptor s o f th e dominan t ideolog y containe d i n 
most medi a products. 4 Instead , the y ar e activ e decoder s wh o us e me -
dia fo r thei r ow n pleasure s an d thei r ow n politica l interests . A t firs t 
blush, thi s theor y woul d see m enormousl y consonan t wit h th e expe -
riences I  hav e describe d fro m m y classroo m teaching . I t woul d cer -
tainly see m t o offer a  better explanatio n tha n th e notion o f "disciplin e 
and punish. " Ther e are , however , severa l incompatibilitie s her e a s 
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well. Whe n applyin g th e recen t finding s o f audienc e researc h t o th e 
classroom, w e com e t o notic e tha t audience s ar e indee d active . Bu t 
unlike mas s medi a audiences , wh o ca n onl y b e playfu l an d polyse -
mous a s decoders , student s ar e activel y workin g i n thei r ow n self -
interest, an d effectivel y targetin g thei r interest s agains t professors . 
Audience studie s als o presum e tha t th e encode r i s producin g a  mes -
sage consonan t wit h th e dominan t ideolog y an d tha t th e decode r ha s 
interests tha t ar e no t consonan t wit h th e dominan t ideology , bu t i n 
this case , that i s not true . 

In part , th e theor y o f th e activ e audienc e doe s no t wor k wel l fo r 
pedagogy becaus e student s ar e no t simpl y audiences . The y hav e 
routes throug h whic h t o speak , an d the y us e them . Thes e route s 
include not onl y the space o f the classroom an d th e office , bu t als o th e 
teaching evaluatio n an d th e prerogativ e t o "vot e wit h you r enroll -
ment, " whic h i s a  seriou s facto r i n contemporar y universities . Th e 
multiplicitous characte r o f th e rol e o f th e "student " thu s agai n make s 
a singl e theory inadequat e t o capture th e practice . 

Two dominan t progressiv e theories , quit e opposit e t o eac h other , 
both fai l t o capture crucia l feature s o f m y classroom . S o what alterna -
tives ar e there ? Wha t theor y i s mos t eviden t i n m y classroom , th e 
classroom o f a  politica l progressiv e wh o think s a  lo t abou t teaching ? 
Shockingly perhaps , one of the strongest component s o f my classroo m 
is th e old-fashioned , outdate d Enlightenmen t theor y o f "informatio n 
processing." Enlightenmen t ideal s hold tha t teachin g i s mostly a  mat -
ter o f passin g informatio n t o student s and , wher e necessary , helpin g 
them lear n th e technique s o f manipulatin g tha t informatio n throug h 
demonstrations tha t the y ca n imitate . This, of course , is not consonan t 
with theorie s o f rhetori c (whic h i s m y hom e discipline ) o r wit h pro -
gressive thought . S o wh y i s i t thi s theor y tha t bes t describe s muc h 
(but by no means all ) of my teaching ? 

The answe r i s tha t m y teachin g practice s ar e no t dictate d b y m y 
theories, bu t b y th e specifi c constraint s I  face . Som e o f thes e ar e 
institutional (an d th e institutio n operate s o n a n informatio n pro -
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cessing theory) . Some o f these constraint s ar e personal t o the student s 
I teac h (an d the y ma y operat e o n informatio n processin g models) . 
However, th e us e o f thes e theorie s i s als o m y self-defensiv e choice . 
The informatio n processin g mode l cast s m e a s th e "expert " wit h 
knowledge th e student s d o no t have . I t thereb y give s m e powe r t o 
levy against the students with thei r power a s consumers. The respons e 
to thi s choic e b y mos t progressive s (mos t o f who m styl e themselve s 
as "radicals" ) toda y i s tha t w e mus t eliminat e thes e ol d theorie s an d 
replace the m wit h ne w ones . Bu t give n th e circumstance s o f eac h o f 
us a s teachers, that i s a self-destructive ac t of a  proportion beyond m y 
tolerance. One canno t wal k int o a  classroom tha t i s structured agains t 
progressive teachin g an d simpl y enac t a  progressiv e world . Theor y 
does no t overrid e materia l constraint s tha t easily . I n addition , how -
ever, theory itsel f i s deficient fo r practice . 

I leav e ope n th e possibilit y tha t someho w w e ca n reconstruc t uni -
versities s o tha t the y ar e friendl y t o progressiv e teaching . I  wish , 
however, t o sugges t tha t th e theorie s w e ar e promulgatin g fo r pro -
gressive teachin g ar e themselve s insufficient . Theory , b y it s nature , 
presumes uniformit y amon g th e componen t element s whos e relation -
ship i t describes . I t presumes tha t eac h teacher i s a  unit, o f a  type, no t 
a "who " wit h a  distinctiv e (i f comple x an d changing ) identity . I t 
assumes tha t student s ar e interchangeabl e wit h eac h other . I t pre -
sumes, therefore, tha t there i s a single set of relationships possible an d 
desirable amon g thos e units . My experience s belie those assumptions , 
and I  suspect tha t yours d o too . 

My conclusio n i s tha t tryin g t o fi t ou r teachin g practice s withi n a 
theory i s a n inappropriat e activit y tha t i s destructiv e t o th e diversit y 
of ou r lives . Thi s doe s no t mea n tha t theor y canno t b e usefu l t o 
teaching. I  derive , fo r example , a  grea t dea l o f utilit y fro m Gramsci' s 
concepts o f "wa r o f position " an d "wa r o f maneuver " whe n teachin g 
recalcitrant students. 5 But such pragmatic borrowing, an d cuttin g an d 
pasting, i s a  differen t activit y fro m tryin g t o mak e one' s teachin g 
conform t o a  singula r theory . I t ma y b e useful , therefore , t o hav e a 
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name fo r thi s kind o f activity—a n activit y tha t woul d serv e th e inter -
ests of a progressive politics, and th e interests of teachers facing varie d 
students an d th e varie d teachin g task s tha t g o wit h th e inevitabl e 
mismatch between studen t an d teache r tha t i s inherent t o the assump -
tion that teachers have somethin g new fo r student s t o learn. I  offer th e 
label "critica l common sense " to serve that purpose . 

Critical Common Sense 

The notio n o f commo n sens e ha s bee n almos t completel y discredite d 
by progressiv e academic s i n th e pas t tw o decades . "Commo n sense " 
is a term tha t ha s been appropriate d mos t ofte n b y conservatives , an d 
much o f wha t passe s i n commo n parlanc e fo r commo n sens e fail s al l 
the test s fo r radicalness . I n fact , i t i s almos t b y definitio n tha t t o b e 
"radical" i s t o b e agains t whateve r i s common . (Besides , on e guesse s 
that eve n progressiv e academic s ar e terrifie d o f th e possibilit y tha t 
there i s somethin g wort h knowin g tha t on e doe s no t hav e t o g o t o 
college t o learn! ) I f on e i s no t a  radical , bu t merel y a  progressive , 
however, thi s attac k o n commo n sens e ma y b e see n a s overstated . 
There i s a  perfectl y appropriat e meanin g o f commo n sens e tha t de -
scribes i t simply a s that which on e learn s fro m lif e experiences . More -
over, commo n sens e i s onl y tha t whic h i s "common " t o a  particula r 
community, an d tha t communit y ma y b e progressive , conservative , 
or eve n radical . (Ther e i s indee d a  se t o f "commo n sense " amon g 
radicals.) Commo n sens e i s not , therefore , inherentl y conservative . I n 
order t o specify , however , tha t thi s commo n sens e i s a  reflectiv e one , 
one tha t take s int o accoun t no t onl y th e lesson s o f dail y experience , 
but als o reflectio n o n ho w thos e experience s fi t int o large r socia l 
structures, on e ca n refe r t o "critica l commo n sense. " 

Such critica l commo n sens e abou t teachin g i s garnere d b y experi -
ence i n th e classroom , discussion s wit h othe r teachers , feedback fro m 
students an d administrators , an d reflectio n o n teachin g i n compari -
son t o availabl e theorie s o f communicatio n an d socia l structure . I t i s 
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different fro m theor y in three majo r respects . Where theor y prescribe s 
a rational , coheren t pla n fro m whic h al l o f one' s teachin g choice s 
flow, critica l commo n sens e i s a pastiche o f what work s an d achieve s 
one's goal s i n particula r contexts . Critica l commo n sens e ma y deriv e 
from theoretica l structure s tha t ar e logically inconsisten t wit h on e an-
other, bu t becaus e practic e doe s no t requir e logica l consistency , th e 
pastiche works . Second , wher e theor y prescribe s a  uniformit y an d 
consistency t o one' s teachin g acros s tim e an d situatio n an d with dif -
ferent audiences , critica l commo n sens e prescribe s tha t on e adap t t o 
the changin g circumstance s on e faces . Thus , whe n i n a  larg e lectur e 
section, one will use different theorie s tha n whe n i n a smal l seminar . 
Finally, where theor y prescribe s th e same action s for all teachers, crit -
ical commo n sens e require s activ e though t an d a  persona l collag e of 
components. Thi s reference t o the personal doe s not require a n essen -
tialist theory o f identity. I t is compatible wit h recen t insight s tha t sug -
gest tha t w e ar e no t a t al l rational , homogeneou s product s o f ou r 
own fre e will , bu t rathe r product s o f socia l code s an d socia l forces . 
However, critica l commo n sens e doe s requir e tha t w e believ e tha t 
there ar e differences betwee n teachers , an d tha t thes e difference s ex -
tend t o th e leve l o f individuation . Tha t is , althoug h w e ar e eac h a 
product o f socia l force s tha t ar e shared wit h man y othe r person s lik e 
us, we also eac h represen t a  distinctive intersectio n o f multiple socia l 
forces tha t i s uniquely embodie d i n ou r self , an d tha t thi s give s ris e 
to creativit y an d agency . 

I a m alway s challenged , whe n I  as k peopl e t o ste p ou t o f rigi d 
theories an d t o atten d t o experience , b y th e clai m tha t "on e alway s 
operates fro m a n implici t theory. " An d I  use d t o sa y "yes , but one 
needn't alway s b e merely  articulatin g tha t theory. " Bu t i t i s tim e t o 
make an even firmer rejectio n o f that cliche . Sometimes (an d probably 
most times ) on e does no t operat e fro m a n implici t theory . Ofte n on e 
struggles i n a  situation , usin g al l th e theorie s on e ha s a t hand , t o 
patch togethe r surviva l an d defense i n a way that no rigorous theoris t 
would fin d satisfactory . Coherent , internall y consistent , well-orga -
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nized theor y i s a n artifac t o f academics . I t i s no t descriptiv e o f ho w 
people approac h living. 6 

Progressive politic s hav e becom e s o tightl y linke d t o theor y b y 
some tha t thi s proposa l o f critica l commo n sens e wil l see m t o fail  t o 
be sufficientl y radical . I t i s difficul t t o argu e tha t a  pastich e wil l b e 
"pure" enoug h an d "har d hitting " enoug h t o coun t a s radical , give n 
that radica l politic s see m t o b e define d b y th e developmen t o f in -
creasingly mor e thorough-going , totalizing , o r absolutis t use s o f a  sin -
gular principle . Give n th e pragmati c failur e o f radica l politic s i n th e 
United State s a t th e curren t moment , however , I  am no t to o trouble d 
by th e assertio n tha t wha t I  propose i s not radica l enoug h i n th e con -
ventional sense . Discursiv e purit y an d progressiv e socia l chang e d o 
not see m innatel y tie d t o on e another . I n practice , theoreticall y "con -
servative" pedagogica l practice s ca n serv e progressiv e ends , an d tha t 
is wel l enough . Fo r example , I  a m abl e t o tur n th e classi c "informa -
tion processing " mode s o f communicatio n t o progressiv e ends . 
Where m y whit e mal e elit e student s resis t learnin g "person-centered " 
communication practice s whe n presente d t o the m o n ground s o f di -
versity o r lov e an d care , they accep t the m whe n I  tel l them tha t thes e 
practices ar e correlate d wit h highe r income. 7 I f the y begi n t o engag e 
in person-centere d communicatio n practices , I  believ e tha t the y wil l 
become bette r friends , lovers , an d colleagues , an d th e fac t tha t th e 
original motiv e I  use d t o ge t thei r attentio n wa s "impure " doe s no t 
trouble m e overmuch . 

What kind s o f thing s mak e u p a  critical common sens e o f teaching , 
then? Tha t ca n hardl y b e specifie d i n a  singl e essay . I t i s a  practic e 
we nee d t o shar e betwee n graduat e student s an d faculty , an d i n 
many essays , because th e tool s ar e s o varied an d context-dependent. 8 

Some o f th e prescription s I  would offe r i n thi s limite d manner , how -
ever, woul d loo k lik e this : (1 ) strengthen th e teachin g cultur e o f pro -
gressive professors ; (2 ) in an y classroo m d o a s much a s you ca n (tak e 
as many hit s a s you can , but no more) ; (3) resist large classe s (becaus e 
they enabl e recalcitran t student s t o gan g u p o n you) ; an d (4 ) specia l 
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tactics fo r rednecks : don' t los e you r cool , out-bull y the m (quietly) , 
don't tr y t o enac t democrac y fo r them , an d don' t us e subtl e strategie s 
like contras t o r self-deprecation . 

To furthe r th e projec t o f sharin g ou r critica l commo n sens e abou t 
teaching, w e shoul d encourag e venue s wher e situate d explanation s 
of ou r teachin g strategie s ca n b e presente d an d varie d experience s 
with thos e strategie s an d context s shared . Thi s migh t tak e th e for m 
of a  stor y tol d abou t a  specifi c teachin g episode , th e strategie s em -
ployed i n tha t episode , th e consequence s o f th e interaction , an d the n 
discussion b y thos e with relate d experience s fo r compariso n an d con -
trast. Outsid e th e facult y loung e ther e i s n o spac e fo r suc h discus -
sions today , an d mos t o f u s spen d ver y littl e tim e i n th e facult y 
lounge. Mos t o f u s would , indeed , profi t fro m mor e tim e spen t o n 
rigorous reflectio n an d sharin g abou t teaching , an d t o tha t exten t th e 
increasing fashionablenes s o f pedagog y i s a  goo d thing , bu t goo d 
teaching i s no t a  scienc e tha t ca n b e reduce d t o a  rigorou s an d regu -
larized se t o f prescriptions . Th e "who " o f teachin g an d learnin g can -
not b e reduce d t o th e "what " o f scienc e (eve n scienc e describe d a s 
progressive theory) . Instea d o f theorizin g teaching , w e nee d t o tal k 
together t o build som e critica l commo n sense . 

NOTES 

1. Fo r a  more thorough , albei t regrettably metaphysical , accoun t o f ethos 
and character , se e Eugen e Garver , Aristotle's  Rhetoric: An  Art  of  Character 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994). 

2. Aristotle , On  Rhetoric: A Theory  of  Civic Discourse,  trans , with introduc -
tion, notes, and appendixe s by George A. Kennedy (Ne w York: Oxford Uni -
versity Press, 1991). 

3. Foucaul t borrows the image of the panopticon fro m Bentha m and put s 
it to his own uses . The Foucaultian corpu s i s large, but fo r a  relatively clea r 
summary of his ideas on the relationship of power and knowledge, see Power/ 
Knowledge (Ne w York : Pantheon, 1980) . See also Discipline  and Punish, trans. 
A. Sheridan (New York: Pantheon, 1977). 

4. Tw o germina l work s from , respectively , th e Unite d State s an d th e 
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United Kingdo m ar e Janic e Radway , Reading  the  Romance: Women, Patriarchy, 
and Popular  Literature (Chape l Hill : University o f Nort h Carolin a Press , 1984) ; 
and Do n Morley , The  "Nationwide"  Audience:  Structure  and  Decoding  (London : 
British Film Institute , 1980) . 

5. Antoni o Gramsci , Selections  from the  Prison Notebooks,  trans , an d ed . Q . 
Hoare an d G . N . Smit h (Ne w York : Internationa l Publishers , 1981-87) . M y 
idiosyncratic appropriatio n o f Gramsci i s elaborated i n "Hegemony i n a Mass-
Mediated Society : Concordanc e abou t Reproductiv e Technologies/ 7 Critical 
Studies in  Mass Communication  1 1 (September 1994) : 205-30. 

6. Th e fac t tha t ordinar y people , a s oppose d t o politica l an d intellectua l 
elites, ar e no t ideologicall y consisten t i s usuall y interprete d a s a  vic e o f th e 
people, rathe r tha n a s a  sig n o f thei r goo d skill s a t jugglin g multipl e values , 
interests, an d concerns . Se e M . Ken t Jennings , "Ideologica l Thinkin g amon g 
Mass Public s and Politica l Elites, " Public Opinion Quarterly  5 6 (1992): 419-41. 

7. Person-centere d communicatio n practice s encourag e communicator s t o 
attend t o th e need s an d concern s o f thos e wit h who m the y dialogue , rathe r 
than simpl y givin g fre e reig n t o thei r ow n emotiona l state . I  recogniz e tha t 
several politica l critique s ar e availabl e o f thi s approach , bu t whe n applie d t o 
male students , the training practice i s generally progressive . 

8. I t i s als o importan t t o avoi d framin g suggestion s fo r teachin g i n a 
manner tha t appear s t o "blam e th e victim. " Repeatedly , whe n I  describe th e 
negative condition s I  face , would-b e helpfu l individual s immediatel y offe r 
strategies fo r dealin g with th e problems. This tends t o imply tha t on e is a ba d 
teacher, rathe r tha n tha t th e situatio n i n whic h on e find s onesel f a s a  teache r 
is problematic. When someon e i s having a  difficult tim e teaching , you need t o 
affirm firs t tha t th e situatio n i s unfai r an d unpleasant , an d the n say , okay , 
now tha t we kno w tha t thi s is a bad situation , how d o we mak e th e best o f it ? 
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Teaching What  the Truth Compels 
You to  Teach: A Historian's  View 

J A C Q U E L I N E J O N E S 

A fe w year s ag o I  delivere d a  lectur e o n Ton i Morrison' s nove l Be-

loved to a n audienc e o f colleg e student s i n Ne w Yor k City . Afte r th e 
talk, tw o undergraduate s approache d m e an d initiate d a  conversa -
tion. They had recentl y rea d m y book o n th e history o f black workin g 
women, Labor  of Love, Labor of Sorrow, and , the y confessed , the y wer e 
surprised t o see that I  was white . They had assume d I  was a n Africa n 
American, bu t instead.. . Th e youn g wome n wer e to o polit e t o sa y 
so, bu t I  realize d the y ha d hope d t o mee t a  tall , prou d siste r rathe r 
than a  shor t whit e girl . On e o f th e student s aske d ho w I  cam e t o 
write th e book , an d s o I  launche d int o a n autobiographica l tal e tha t 
began wit h m y childhoo d i n a  racially segregate d smal l tow n i n Dela -
ware, and continue d throug h m y colleg e year s a s a  tutor o f inner-cit y 
children. I  wa s wendin g m y rhetorica l wa y u p t o m y experience s 
at Wellesle y College , wher e m y mostl y upper-middle-clas s student s 
lacked an y understandin g o f Africa n America n history , whe n I  no -
ticed tha t m y listener s wer e becomin g increasingl y impatien t wit h 
my littl e wal k dow n memor y lane . Exasperated , on e o f the m inter -
rupted, "Ma y I  as k yo u a  persona l question? " I  nodded , an d sh e 
asked, "Are  you  married  to  a  black  maul"  I n response , I  coul d onl y 
smile an d shru g an d sa y no , an d th e conversatio n ende d o n a  rathe r 
unsatisfying not e fo r al l thre e o f us . Th e student s ha d bee n lookin g 
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for som e personal—eve n intimate—connectio n betwee n m e an d th e 
story I  tol d i n th e book , an d whe n the y coul d no t fin d it , the y fel t 
disappointed. 

My reactio n t o thi s encounte r wa s mixed . O n th e on e hand , a s a 
graduate studen t (a t th e Universit y o f Wisconsin , i n Madiso n i n th e 
early 1970s ) I  had com e t o believ e tha t "al l histor y i s autobiographi -
cal/' M y friend s an d I  were studyin g histor y becaus e w e ha d a  com -
pelling interes t i n America n society , an d w e sough t insigh t throug h 
the len s o f ou r ow n familie s an d communities—henc e th e self-pro -
claimed "swam p Yankee " fro m a  Ne w Englan d working-clas s famil y 
writing a  histor y o f a n early-twentieth-centur y strik e amon g textil e 
workers; th e granddaughte r o f Iris h immigrant s researchin g th e 
structure o f nineteenth-centur y Iris h immigran t families ; th e nativ e 
Californian explorin g th e histor y o f agricultura l migran t labo r i n tha t 
state. Withi n thi s smal l circl e o f graduat e student s I  fi t righ t in ; th e 
subject o f m y dissertation , th e Norther n teacher s wh o wen t sout h 
after th e Civi l Wa r t o teac h th e freedpeopl e o f Georgia , evoke d m y 
early elementar y schoo l year s i n a  Ji m Cro w schoo l system . B y th e 
time I  wrote Labor  of Love I had a  daughter (Sarah , born i n 1981 ; Anna 
would com e alon g i n 1985) , and ( I told myself ) perhap s motherhoo d 
was th e "intimat e connection " betwee n th e book I  wrote an d th e per -
son I  was. In a  sense , then , m y student-questioner s wer e o n th e righ t 
track, thoug h I  never go t fa r enoug h i n th e (admittedl y long-winded ) 
story I  was tellin g the m t o mak e tha t point . 

On th e othe r hand , I  must confes s tha t I  was a  bi t irritate d b y th e 
two students ' querie s abou t m y decisio n t o writ e a  book abou t blac k 
working women . Afte r all , I wondered, ho w man y historian s ar e rou -
tinely calle d t o accoun t fo r th e subject s the y choos e t o explore ? Afte r 
a lectur e o n nineteenth-centur y financia l institutions , i s my econome -
trician colleagu e asked , "Are  you  married  to  a  banker?"  Doe s m y col -
league i n seventeenth-century Purita n studie s fac e routin e challenges , 
"Is your father a  preacher?" Too, I asked mysel f wh y I  had neve r hear d 
of instance s wher e an y numbe r o f whit e mal e scholar s o f blac k his -
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tory wer e questione d abou t th e "personal " reason s behin d th e topic s 
they chos e t o study—slavery , fre e black s i n th e antebellu m period , 
the freedpeopl e durin g Reconstruction , fo r example . Finally , I  sus -
pected tha t th e "motherhoo d connection " betwee n m y subject s an d 
me amounte d t o a  desperat e attemp t o n m y par t t o rationalize , o r 
justify, m y topic . I n fact , I  realized tha t I  began m y researc h o n Labor 

of Love in th e lat e 1970s , before I  even contemplate d havin g children , 
and tha t th e rea l motivatio n behin d i t wa s m y desir e fo r somethin g 
on th e topi c t o assig n t o m y Wellesle y students . Mor e significantly , I 
had a n intrinsi c interes t i n th e histor y o f blac k workin g wome n an d 
their families , an d I  realized tha t ver y littl e had bee n writte n o n thes e 
topics. What mor e di d I  need t o launc h a  majo r researc h project ? 

To understan d wh y I  hav e chose n t o writ e abou t certai n topic s 
over th e las t twent y years , on e woul d nee d t o conside r th e sequenc e 
of m y fou r majo r researc h projects . I n th e proces s o f writin g m y dis -
sertation o n th e Norther n teacher s o f th e Georgi a freedpeopl e fro m 
1865 t o 1873 , I realized tha t I  would hav e t o lear n muc h mor e tha n I 
already di d abou t th e histor y o f Africa n America n lif e an d culture . 
That interes t le d m e directl y t o Labor  of Love,  Labor  of Sorrow.  Whil e 
researching th e history o f Southern sharecropper s fo r tha t book, I  was 
struck b y th e similaritie s i n th e materia l conditio n o f th e blac k an d 
white familie s tha t live d unde r tha t system , an d I  was struc k b y th e 
efforts o f thos e familie s t o see k ou t wor k an d bette r wag e an d educa -
tional opportunities , withi n a  highl y circumscribe d plantatio n econ -
omy. Thos e concern s resulte d i n a  stud y o f blac k an d whit e povert y 
after th e Civi l War , The  Dispossessed  (1992) . A t tha t poin t I  becam e 
intrigued wit h th e highl y contingen t dynamic s o f th e structur e o f th e 
American labo r force—ho w certai n group s o f peopl e cam e t o em -
brace, o r b e assigned , certai n kind s o f job s throughou t history . I  a m 
currently a t work o n a  history o f th e socia l organizatio n o f labor , an d 
especially th e way s tha t th e jo b historie s o f whit e wome n an d chil -
dren hav e a t time s converge d with , o r diverge d from , th e historie s o f 
African America n men , women , an d children . Ove r th e generations , 
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within a  variet y o f regiona l economies , blac k peopl e an d whit e 
women an d childre n (no t t o mentio n a  whol e hos t o f othe r group s 
identified b y thei r marita l status , age , and religion , amon g othe r per -
sonal characteristics ) hav e predominate d i n certai n kind s o f jobs , 
waged an d nonwaged , a s a  result o f no t onl y racia l an d gende r ideol -
ogies (whic h hav e shifte d ove r tim e i n an y case) , bu t als o militar y 
considerations an d th e availabilit y o f larg e number s o f (certai n kind s 
of) laborer s i n a  particula r tim e an d place . Shu t ou t o f th e pai d labo r 
force fo r whateve r reason , o r limite d t o ill-pai d seasona l o r casua l 
labor, blacks an d poo r whit e femal e househol d head s hav e bee n stig -
matized a s laz y an d lackin g i n ambition . Indeed , whit e elite s (me n 
and women ) hav e tende d t o conflat e criminalit y an d poverty ; henc e 
the currentl y fashionabl e vie w tha t hold s poo r wome n o f bot h race s 
responsible fo r al l th e ill s tha t afflic t America n societ y today . Fo r ex -
ample, Richar d Herrnstei n an d Charle s Murray , author s o f The  Bell 

Curve, argu e tha t poo r wome n ar e th e agent s o f dysgenesis , th e pro -
cess b y whic h "dumb " wome n reproduc e (wha t th e author s migh t 
call) th e Cognitiv e Mudsill , childre n wh o wil l supposedl y inevitabl y 
grow u p t o be violen t an d irresponsibl e member s o f society . 

Labor of Love, Labor of Sorrow, then, represent s on e stag e i n th e evo -
lution o f m y professiona l interests . I t shoul d g o withou t sayin g tha t 
none o f m y book s represent s som e distille d essenc e o f "wh o I  am" ; 
rather, eac h boo k i s a  "text " o f m y interest s a t a  particula r tim e i n 
my career . 

More t o th e poin t perhap s i s m y lac k o f comprehensio n abou t 
what i t mean s t o stud y o r teac h "wha t yo u are " o r "wha t yo u ar e 
not." Obviously , al l o f u s ar e compose d o f multiple , overlappin g 
spheres o f identity . Woul d thos e wh o insis t tha t I  teach onl y "wha t I 
am" fin d i t acceptable fo r m e t o teach white women' s history , but no t 
black women' s history ? O r th e histor y o f al l middle-clas s wome n 
(black an d white ) bu t no t th e histor y o f poo r women ? O r th e histor y 
of wome n i n smal l town s bu t no t thos e i n bi g citie s o r rura l areas ? 
Or perhap s I  shoul d confin e mysel f t o th e histor y o f whit e wome n 
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academics, preferabl y thos e wh o hav e marrie d an d hav e ha d chil -
dren? Obviously , th e whol e notio n o f matchin g an y singl e persona l 
demographic characteristi c t o one' s teachin g an d scholarshi p i s ab -
surd o n th e fac e o f it . Thi s i s no t t o den y th e valu e o f collaborativ e 
scholarship o r th e importanc e o f intellectua l exchang e amon g peopl e 
from differen t background s (a t conference s o r withi n th e page s o f 
journals); th e stud y o f histor y (o r an y field , fo r tha t matter ) thrive s 
on debate , giv e an d take , an d th e mor e peopl e involve d th e better . 
But i t woul d b e difficul t t o sustai n th e argumen t tha t on e particula r 
kind o f perso n wil l inevitabl y posses s insight s int o th e pas t base d o n 
his o r he r backgroun d o r lif e experiences . Th e stud y o f histor y de -
pends o n people' s researc h an d analytica l skills , and th e passion the y 
bring t o thei r work , no t thei r psychi c powers . 

Historical scholarshi p i s a  highl y politicize d enterpris e today , an d 
that tha t politicizatio n i s manifeste d i n a  variety o f ways , i n an d out -
side th e classroom , withi n th e publishin g business , an d withi n th e 
profession itself . Ye t I  stan d b y on e fundamenta l principle : scholar s 
must remai n fre e t o writ e abou t an d teac h an y subjec t the y wish . 
Debate shoul d focu s no t o n wha t a  perso n ha s chose n t o research , 
but rathe r o n ho w wel l h e o r sh e ha s don e it . Wheneve r anyon e ex -
presses doubt s abou t m y wor k a s a  whit e woma n writin g Africa n 
American history , I  reply (i f give n th e opportunity) , "Let' s begi n th e 
discussion wit h m y footnotes , an d g o o n fro m there. " Th e vitalit y o f 
historical—and indeed , al l scholarly—inquiry depend s o n a  generos -
ity of intellectua l spirit , a n openness t o the exploratio n o f an y numbe r 
of issue s i n an y numbe r o f ways . The fiel d o f histor y i s enriched, an d 
enriches lif e outsid e th e academi c community , onl y t o th e exten t tha t 
scholars ar e fre e t o pursu e th e stud y o f th e pas t i n al l it s dazzlin g 
complexity. 

Far to o timi d abou t an y criticis m the y migh t fac e fo r writin g o n 
topics relate d t o th e histor y o f rac e o r ethnicity , som e younge r whit e 
scholars hav e decide d t o focu s o n white s exclusively , o n th e theor y 
that, fo r example , Africa n America n histor y i s bes t lef t t o blacks , 
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Asian-American histor y t o person s o f Asia n descent , an d s o forth . 
Implicit i n thi s attitud e i s the narrow-minde d an d misguide d convic -
tion tha t minorit y historian s shoul d stud y on e thing , an d on e thin g 
only—the histor y o f thei r ow n ethni c o r racia l (o r gender ) groups . 
This view i s objectionable bot h o n practica l ground s an d o n principle . 
In practica l term s w e migh t not e tha t th e numbe r o f blac k me n an d 
women goin g t o graduat e schoo l i n histor y toda y i s ver y low , fo r a 
variety o f reasons—th e saggin g academi c jo b market ; th e nee d fo r 
many colleg e graduate s (fro m al l backgrounds ) t o fin d a  job an d be -
gin payin g of f thei r studen t loan s a s soo n a s the y receiv e thei r diplo -
mas; th e lac k o f encouragemen t gifte d student s o f colo r receiv e 
throughout thei r educationa l careers , encouragemen t tha t i s neces -
sary t o ge t anyon e int o graduat e schoo l an d kee p he r o r hi m there . 

A large r issu e o f principl e i s a t stak e here—the potentia l fragmen -
tation o f scholarshi p altogether . Som e America n historian s ar e pre -
occupied wit h sortin g ou t a  wid e rang e o f persona l demographi c 
characteristics—gender, race , ethnicity , regiona l identification , an d 
class—and parcelin g ou t topic s t o scholars accordingly . Thu s we hea r 
serious discussion s abou t whethe r o r no t me n shoul d writ e women' s 
history, whethe r non-Southerner s ca n actuall y understan d "th e 
Southern wa y o f life, " an d s o o n an d on . Obviously , i f w e wai t fo r 
descendants o f English indenture d servant s t o step forward an d writ e 
the histor y o f tha t group , o r i f w e reserv e th e stud y o f Florid a phos -
phate miner s t o peopl e o f thei r ow n kind , w e wil l b e ou t o f luck . I n 
fact, th e vie w tha t th e historie s o f certai n group s o f peopl e mus t b e 
written onl y b y member s o f thei r ow n grou p show s a  veile d con -
tempt fo r thos e groups ; th e ide a woul d see m t o b e tha t i f n o repre -
sentative schola r step s forwar d t o writ e tha t history , wh o cares ? Bet -
ter w e lear n nothin g abou t tha t grou p tha n lear n i t from th e "wrong " 
person. I  believe tha t th e bottom lin e i s tha t n o particula r piec e o f th e 
past shoul d b e cede d t o a  particula r group ; wh y shoul d ou r willing -
ness t o explor e ever y avenu e o f histor y b e limite d b y th e economic s 
of th e job marke t an d th e demographic s o f th e profession ? 
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Over th e pas t fe w years , th e fiel d o f America n histor y ha s bee n 
enlivened b y attentio n t o group s tha t receive d shor t shrift—i f an y 
attention a t all—fro m traditiona l scholar s wh o focuse d thei r sight s 
on "grea t men " an d th e war s the y wage d an d th e politic s the y prac -
ticed. Histor y wa s narrowl y define d precisel y becaus e on e grou p o f 
people—white me n o f propert y an d privilege—wa s writin g abou t 
people i n the past muc h lik e themselves—white me n o f property an d 
privilege i n th e past . Whil e on e migh t argu e tha t th e elit e shoul d 
write abou t th e elite—tha t thes e me n "understand " th e cultur e an d 
values o f thei r forebears , i t is clear tha t a s a  consequence man y gener -
ations o f America n student s gaine d onl y th e mos t shallo w vie w o f 
the past . 

A scholar' s choic e o f topic s fo r researc h ha s a  clea r connectio n t o 
what h e o r sh e teache s i n th e classroom . T o th e exten t tha t ou r de -
partments ar e incline d t o indulg e us , w e teac h abou t th e thing s tha t 
intrigue an d inspir e us ; i t i s u p t o u s someho w t o communicat e th e 
love o f histor y t o ou r students , an d th e bes t wa y t o d o tha t i s t o 
present th e mos t inclusiv e an d expansiv e vie w o f ou r subjects . Con -
sider ho w sill y i t woul d b e fo r me , o r an y othe r whit e person , t o 
announce t o m y classe s a t th e beginnin g o f th e semeste r tha t I  fee l 
uncomfortable talkin g abou t blac k history , becaus e I  a m no t blac k 
myself, an d s o i f my student s wh o ar e intereste d i n th e histor y o f th e 
family o r labo r histor y wan t t o lear n abou t blac k familie s an d work -
ers, the y shoul d tak e a  cours e offere d throug h th e Africa n an d Afro -
American studie s department—i f on e i s offere d tha t year , o r i f not , 
too bad . State d anothe r way , I  woul d b e offende d t o kno w tha t m y 
male colleague s dow n th e hal l teachin g America n surve y course s 
were takin g car e t o omi t an y mentio n o f th e vas t scholarshi p i n th e 
field o f women' s histor y becaus e the y wer e me n an d fel t i t inappro -
priate fo r the m t o d o so . Clearly , suc h a  parochia l approac h woul d 
set u s bac k severa l decade s t o th e tim e whe n women , blac k people , 
and worker s o f al l kind s wer e omitte d fro m standar d histor y course s 
and textbooks . 
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My cours e syllab i includ e a  wid e rang e o f voice s fro m th e Ameri -
can past , an d i t is ludicrous tha t I  should apologiz e fo r it , just becaus e 
I gre w u p i n a  whit e middle-clas s famil y i n th e mid-Atlanti c regio n 
(how "whit e bread " ca n yo u get!) . I n m y surve y o f America n wom -
en's history , I  hav e assigne d a  numbe r o f Federa l Writer s Projec t 
slave narratives , a s wel l a s May a Angelou' s I  Know  Why  the  Caged 

Bird Sings  an d Ann e Moody' s Coming  of  Age  in  Mississippi.  Fo r a 
course o n Souther n women' s histor y I  have use d Harrie t Jacob' s Inci-

dents in  the  Life  of  a  Slave  Girl,  Mami e Garvi n Field s wit h Kare n 
Fields's Lemon  Swamp  and  Other  Places,  and Alic e Walker' s nove l The 

Color Purple. I  have taugh t a  surve y o f America n histor y wit h a  spe -
cial focu s o n autobiography , an d include d Booke r T . Washington' s 
Up from Slavery  and Frederic k Douglass' s autobiography . Th e readin g 
list fo r m y moder n socia l histor y cours e include s D u Bois' s Souls  of 

Black Polk,  i n additio n t o Federa l Writer s Projec t interview s wit h a 
variety o f blac k workers , fro m Pullma n porter s t o Souther n mid -
wives, an d a  collectio n o f interview s o f automobil e assembl y lin e 
workers (includin g black an d whit e me n an d women ) fro m th e 1970 s 
and 1980s . 

At thi s poin t I  shoul d mentio n th e obvious : a s a  historian , I  d o 
not hesitat e t o teac h novel s an d autobiographie s writte n b y Africa n 
Americans (o r b y Nativ e American s o r Asian-American s o r Italian -
Americans, fo r tha t matter) . M y student s mus t lear n t o rea d thes e 
works th e wa y the y woul d an y othe r historica l texts—ther e i s noth -
ing particularl y mystica l abou t th e storie s thes e writer s tell , o r th e 
way the y tel l them ; ho w irresponsibl e i t woul d b e t o sugges t tha t 
appreciation fo r thes e work s depend s exclusivel y o n one' s chromo -
somes, phenotype, o r famil y ritual s practice d bac k home . 

Over th e pas t twent y year s o r so , I  hav e taugh t hundred s o f stu -
dents a t Wellesley , Brown , an d Brandeis , an d I  know fo r a  fac t tha t a 
good man y o f the m (Nativ e American , Asian , black , an d whit e me n 
and women , undergraduate s an d graduat e students , fro m a  variet y 
of backgrounds ) hav e gaine d a  deepe r appreciatio n fo r th e stud y o f 
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American histor y a s a  resul t o f readin g thes e works . I  canno t con -
ceive o f constructin g a  syllabu s aroun d th e notio n tha t I  mus t teac h 
only "wha t I  am"—whateve r tha t is : mother , whit e person , residen t 
of Ne w England , academic ? Similarly , th e suggestio n tha t I  shoul d 
refrain fro m teachin g wha t I  am not—whateve r tha t is : sharecropper , 
coal miner , working-class , black?—insult s th e intelligenc e o f m y stu -
dents, an d indeed , th e ideal s o f learnin g an d scholarshi p altogether . 
After all , th e goa l o f highe r educatio n i s (o r shoul d be ) t o introduc e 
students t o world s outsid e thei r own , t o engag e the m wit h comple x 
questions abou t th e huma n condition , an d t o encourag e the m t o 
study th e wor k o f seriou s thinkers . 

I reject th e whole notion o f a n "authenti c voice " and it s corollary — 
that onl y person s wit h certai n demographi c characteristic s ma y un -
lock th e secret s o f tha t voice . Th e autobiographies , ora l interviews , 
and firsthan d account s liste d abov e ar e no t "pure " i n th e sens e o f 
being ra w o r unmediate d accounts . Fo r instance , th e Federa l Writer s 
Project slav e narrative s wer e transcribe d b y interviewer s wh o varie d 
in thei r view s o f thei r subjects . I t i s importan t fo r student s t o under -
stand th e socia l contex t i n whic h thos e interview s wer e conducted — 
the Depression-er a South , whe n Ji m Cro w pattern s o f racia l etiquett e 
pertained—and th e poin t o f vie w o f th e interviewer s themselves . 
This particula r kin d o f historica l sourc e offer s a  goo d lesso n i n th e 
pros an d con s o f ora l historie s an d interviews . 

In a  simila r vein , Booke r T . Washingto n wrot e hi s autobiograph y 
with prospectiv e benefactor s an d othe r whit e patron s i n mind . W e 
need t o consider hi s "secret " lif e a s a  sponsor o f tes t cases challengin g 
Jim Cro w segregatio n i n orde r t o begi n t o understan d Up  from Slav-

ery; the book itsel f o f cours e hardl y tell s u s th e whole stor y o f hi s life . 
To cit e anothe r example : perceptiv e student s o f an y clas s o r colo r 
can surel y recogniz e th e dramati c form s utilize d b y Angelou—he r 
selective choic e o f childhoo d memories ; he r licens e i n reconstructin g 
dialogue fro m man y year s ago ; the serie s o f vignett e i n whic h she , o r 
members o f he r famil y o r community , encounte r specifi c incident s o f 
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racism an d then , jus t a s surely , see k t o regrou p an d triump h ove r 
mean-spiritedness i n it s various guises . Every tex t mus t b e rea d criti -
cally; an y goo d teache r ca n hel p a  studen t understan d ho w t o d o 
that, an d an y goo d studen t ca n lear n how . 

My ow n experience s hav e taugh t m e that , i f th e notio n o f a n "au -
thentic voice " i s les s tha n helpfu l i n understandin g primar y texts , i t 
is downrigh t dangerou s a s a n approac h t o secondar y work s lik e his -
torical monographs . Ove r th e las t fe w year s I  hav e accumulate d a 
number o f anecdotes—som e funny , an d som e no t s o funny—abou t 
people wh o believe d the y wer e readin g th e "authenti c voice " o f a n 
African America n woma n i n Labor  of Love, Labor of Sorrow. There wa s 
the Africa n America n graduat e studen t wh o preface d he r comment s 
about m y boo k i n he r women' s histor y semina r wit h th e observatio n 
that i t wa s a  relie f t o mov e beyon d th e histor y writte n b y whit e 
women an d finall y grappl e wit h th e mor e sensitiv e wor k o f a  blac k 
woman historian . Ther e wa s th e debat e abou t m y rac e i n a n under -
graduate class , where on e studen t assure d he r classmate s tha t I  wa s 
indeed blac k (despit e th e suggestio n t o th e contrar y offere d b y m y 
photo o n th e book jacket) ; it was jus t tha t I  was "ver y ligh t skinned. " 
Or th e tim e I  was aske d b y a  magazin e boo k edito r t o revie w a  ne w 
biography o f Marti n Luthe r King , Jr. ( I had recentl y reviewe d a  boo k 
by Angel a Davi s fo r th e sam e magazine) . I n th e cours e o f th e conver -
sation th e subjec t o f m y rac e cam e up , an d whe n I  mentione d tha t I 
was whit e th e edito r responde d i n dismay , "Bu t I  wa s assured  yo u 
were black, " an d the n promptl y retracte d th e invitatio n (sh e fel t bad , 
though, an d gav e m e a  boo k o n th e histor y o f housewor k t o revie w 
instead). I  hav e waite d a t airport s fo r lon g period s o f tim e becaus e 
the perso n sen t t o fetc h m e wa s lookin g fo r a  black woma n t o ge t of f 
the plane ; I  hav e arrive d a t speakin g engagement s onl y t o hav e m y 
hosts profes s thei r disappointmen t wit h m y appearance , because the y 
had intende d tha t I  shoul d serv e a s a  "rol e model " fo r thei r blac k 
students. Together , thes e storie s ad d u p t o a  cautionar y tale—th e 
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hazards o f extrapolatin g muc h a t al l abou t a  perso n o n th e basi s o f 
the kin d o f histor y h e o r sh e writes . 

A variatio n o n thi s them e i s th e criticis m m y wor k ha s receive d 
because I  a m white . I  hav e ha d m y shar e o f uncomfortabl e encoun -
ters a t scholarl y conference s whe n I  wa s urge d t o si t dow n an d re -
frain fro m speakin g becaus e m y presenc e o n a  panel devote d t o blac k 
women's histor y simpl y replicate d histori c patterns o f clas s and racia l 
oppression. ( I kno w fo r a  fac t tha t witnessin g on e o r mor e o f thes e 
encounters ha s bee n enoug h t o dissuad e certai n younge r whit e 
women an d me n scholar s fro m eve r focusin g o n th e histor y o f blac k 
women i n thei r ow n work. ) On e reviewe r o f The  Dispossessed charged 
that, first , I  was guilt y o f "sentimenta l racism " because I  had a n unre -
alistic an d condescendin g vie w towar d blac k famil y life , an d second , 
that I  shoul d examin e th e cultura l degradatio n o f m y ow n middle -
class whit e existenc e befor e deignin g t o mak e an y hypocritica l com -
ments, scholarl y o r otherwise , abou t an y aspec t o f Africa n America n 
life o r culture . Thes e publi c an d persona l criticism s ar e o f cours e 
hurtful, bu t I  woul d no t wan t t o spen d muc h tim e whinin g abou t 
them. Mos t scholar s wh o hav e eve r writte n a  book o r articl e o r deliv -
ered a  pape r a t a  conferenc e hav e endure d strongl y fel t criticis m o f 
some type , an d indeed , contemp t an d ridicul e ar e trie d an d tru e 
means o f intellectua l discours e i n a  whol e hos t o f settings . It' s har d 
to b e o n th e receivin g en d o f suc h invective , bu t i t i s certainl y no t 
limited t o historians , o r t o whit e girl s wh o writ e abou t blac k history . 
And ironically , persona l attack s ar e easie r t o dea l wit h tha n attack s 
that focu s o n aspect s o f m y wor k ove r whic h I  have som e control ; i n 
the en d ( I have t o remin d myself) , I  would rathe r b e denounce d fo r 
the colo r o f m y ski n tha n fo r th e weaknes s o f m y argument . I n th e 
next boo k I  ca n wor k o n sharpenin g m y argument , bu t ther e i s no t 
much I  can d o abou t m y whiteness . 

While teachin g a  ne w cours e a t Brandei s Universit y i n th e fall  o f 
1994, I  was reminde d tha t m y high-minde d ideal s abou t th e nobilit y 
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of th e scholarl y enterpris e wil l continu e t o collid e wit h som e o f m y 
students' expectations—personal , political , an d otherwise ; bu t a s fa r 
as I  coul d tell , m y rac e wa s no t a  majo r facto r i n thi s particula r set -
ting. The cours e was par t o f a  new "Universit y Seminar " (Usem ) pro -
gram offere d a t Brandeis ; it s ai m wa s t o grou p al l first-yea r student s 
in seminars , introduc e the m t o th e critica l analysi s o f texts , an d hel p 
them improv e thei r writin g skills . 

In preparin g th e catalogu e cop y (thi s wa s th e firs t tim e th e cours e 
was offered) , I  mad e th e mistak e o f givin g th e cours e a  broad , an d 
probably misleading , title : Histor y o f America n Rac e Relations . Th e 
short cours e descriptio n sen t t o al l incomin g student s note d tha t th e 
main them e o f th e cours e wa s th e histor y o f black s an d white s i n th e 
workforce, fro m colonia l time s t o th e present ; bu t i t wa s no t unti l 
students arrive d i n clas s o n th e firs t da y an d sa w th e syllabu s tha t 
they ha d a n ide a o f wha t w e woul d b e doing : 

This course focuses o n the relations between black and whit e workers , 
from th e country's earlies t colonial settlements through the late twenti-
eth century . We shal l pay particula r attentio n t o place (regiona l varia -
tions i n patterns o f work an d family) , chang e ove r tim e (th e develop -
ment of the economy from rural to agricultural to urban and industrial), 
and varietie s o f wor k cultur e (th e way s i n whic h worker s resis t th e 
demands imposed upon them, and the ways in which they create com-
munities among themselves). Several questions inform ou r study: What 
are the shifting meaning s of "race" throughout American history? How 
do the factors of class and gender affect patterns of "race relations" over 
time? Wha t i s th e impac t o f large r economi c transformation s o n th e 
relations among various groups of men and women workers? And how 
do workers who live in racially segregate d communitie s perceive eac h 
other within a racially integrated workplace ? 

By th e tim e m y Use m student s sa w thi s fulle r descriptio n o f th e 
course, th e damag e ha d bee n done . Mos t ha d expecte d t o spen d th e 
semester talkin g abou t Rodne y Kin g an d O . J. Simpson (wit h th e his -
tory o f th e Lo s Angeles Polic e Departmen t providin g th e "context, " I 
suppose). The y wer e i n fo r a  rud e shock . Ove r th e nex t fe w week s I 



Teaching What the  Truth Compels  You to  Teach 

found tha t a t leas t som e o f th e student s resiste d examinin g thei r ow n 
ideas abou t race , an d som e wer e (i n al l probability ) wonderin g ho w 
they ha d gotte n themselve s int o suc h a  course . I t di d no t tak e lon g 
for the m t o realiz e tha t thei r ow n historie s a s famil y an d communit y 
members, a s hig h schoo l students , an d a s enthusiasti c consumer s o f 
late-twentieth-century yout h cultur e wer e no t necessaril y goin g t o 
provide the m wit h an y direc t connectio n t o th e past . 

In th e course , we examine d a  variety o f full-lengt h texts , as well a s 
a hundred-pag e packe t o f shor t primar y document s tha t I  ha d col -
lected a s part o f my research ove r the las t few years . These document s 
included cour t case s fro m th e seventeent h centur y Chesapeake ; ex -
cerpts from th e laws o f Virginia 1661-6 2 and 1691 ; a list of tithables i n 
Northampton County , Virginia , 1666 ; a n early-eighteenth-centur y 
New Yor k indenture d servant' s contract ; Samue l Sewall' s antislaver y 
and antiblac k trac t "Th e Sellin g o f Joseph" (1700) ; notices fo r fugitiv e 
slaves, servants , an d whit e wive s publishe d i n Ne w Jerse y paper s i n 
the eighteent h century ; a  Virgini a planter' s misgiving s abou t slaver y 
(1736); slaves ' petition s fo r thei r freedo m durin g th e Revolutionar y 
era; the Ohio black codes of 1804 ; James Henry Hammond' s defens e o f 
slavery (1845) ; newspaper article s written b y Frederic k La w Olmsted , 
based o n hi s travel s i n th e Sout h i n th e 1850s ; document s relate d t o 
the deploymen t o f blac k an d whit e labo r durin g th e Civi l War , th e 
violence inflicte d o n black s b y whit e worker s i n Norther n citie s 
around th e tim e o f th e war , th e struggle s o f freedpeopl e t o ow n thei r 
own lan d an d contro l thei r ow n familie s i n th e Reconstructio n South , 
the histor y o f trad e unionis m i n th e lat e nineteent h century , an d 
federal policie s related t o black labor durin g th e two world wars . 

I coul d b e wrong , bu t i n term s o f shapin g th e classroo m learnin g 
that semester , the demographi c makeu p o f the classroom wa s second -
ary compare d t o othe r factors . Amon g th e eightee n students , hal f 
were women , thre e wer e Africa n American , an d mos t wer e probabl y 
middle-class o r upper-middle-class . Th e student s gav e n o indicatio n 
that the y considere d m y rac e significan t on e wa y o r th e other ; the y 
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saw m e firs t an d foremos t a s a  professor—on e o f th e ver y firs t the y 
had encountere d i n college—an d I  thin k the y wer e simultaneousl y 
open t o my teachin g styl e and war y o f the demand s I  placed o n them . 

As for th e student s themselves , I  cannot categoriz e the m by rac e o r 
gender o n th e basi s o f ho w ofte n the y talke d i n class , wha t insight s 
they brough t t o bea r o n th e material , o r ho w wel l the y wrot e thei r 
papers. In othe r words , no particula r kind  o f studen t wa s eithe r adep t 
or handicappe d a t reflectin g o n th e historica l significanc e o f th e read -
ings. Mos t ha d onl y a  tenuou s gras p o n th e chronolog y o f America n 
history, an d whe n i t cam e t o examinin g document s fro m th e seven -
teenth century , the y al l starte d a t abou t th e sam e poin t i n term s o f 
their prio r knowledg e o f th e period . The y were , essentially , stil l hig h 
school students , an d I  intende d tha t thei r firs t college-leve l histor y 
course shoul d introduc e the m t o a  wide rang e o f methodologica l an d 
historiographical issues . We talke d abou t th e problem s o f usin g lega l 
statutes, cour t cases , persona l reminiscences , socia l workers ' reports , 
and newspape r editorial s a s historical evidence . We used on e accoun t 
written by Olmsted a s an exercise in inference; from hi s description o f 
slaves an d poo r whites , we speculate d abou t hi s views o n slavery an d 
on poor people of both races . We drew connections among workplace s 
in antebellu m Baltimore , Boston , an d Cincinnati , base d o n th e some -
times violen t confrontation s betwee n blac k an d whit e worker s a t cer -
tain worksites , in certain jobs, in those cities . 

I was intrigue d that , toward th e en d o f th e semester , almos t al l th e 
students listed Maggie's American Dream  (the autobiography o f Maggi e 
Comer, edite d b y he r so n Jame s P . Comer ) a s thei r favorit e boo k fo r 
the semester . I  think mos t colleg e students , an d first-year s i n particu -
lar, ar e prett y egocentric , an d s o fo r understandabl e reason s m y stu -
dents found particularl y appealing this story of a young woman deter -
mined t o ge t a  goo d educatio n an d se e he r childre n succee d i n life . 
Too, Maggie Come r seeme d t o live in a  world tha t wa s no t s o distan t 
in eithe r tim e o r sensibilit y fro m thei r ow n twentieth-centur y urban , 
industrial society . O n th e othe r hand , a t time s the y seeme d unabl e t o 
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make th e lea p o f imaginatio n tha t a  stud y o f (fo r example ) th e seven -
teenth-century Souther n colonie s calle d for . I f a n whe n I  offe r th e 
course again , I  wil l conside r usin g autobiographie s exclusively ; mos t 
students see m mos t easil y an d effectivel y draw n int o th e stud y o f 
history throug h storie s about specifi c people . 

Throughout th e semeste r w e considere d a  wid e variet y o f work -
places, the tobacc o field s o f seventeenth-centur y Maryland , th e dock s 
and tavern s o f th e early-eighteenth-centur y seapor t city , artisans ' 
shops durin g th e Revolutionar y era , antebellu m Piedmon t cotto n 
fields, Civi l Wa r arm y camps , postbellu m plantation s o f tenan t farm -
ers and sharecroppers , stee l mills , the parlors an d kitchen s o f middle -
class white women, World War II defense industries , and finally , high -
tech an d corporat e offices . W e trie d t o keep i n mind a  truly bewilder -
ing numbe r o f factor s a s w e examine d eac h workplace—th e ethnic , 
gender, an d racia l compositio n o f th e workers ; th e politica l econom y 
that shape d thei r wor k choice s (o r lac k thereof) ; th e physica l an d 
emotional demand s o f th e job ; an d th e condition s tha t shape d thei r 
everyday experiences . W e talke d abou t th e historica l processe s b y 
which certai n group s o f worker s com e t o thin k o f themselve s a s par t 
of a  community , variousl y defined , an d abou t th e man y force s tha t 
have divide d America n worker s ove r th e years . A t th e midpoin t o f 
the semeste r I  asked th e clas s to review wha t w e ha d learne d thu s fa r 
and wa s rewarde d whe n on e studen t suggested , "Sometime s rac e 
matters—and sometime s i t doesn't. " Thi s observatio n was , of course , 
one of the major theme s o f the course. I allowed mysel f som e tentativ e 
feelings o f satisfaction . 

The cours e ende d o n a n ambiguou s note . Movin g int o th e mor e 
recent perio d an d readin g Corne l West' s Race  Matters,  th e student s 
finally fel t fre e o f th e historica l straitjacke t I  ha d impose d o n the m 
all semester , an d bega n t o tal k abou t racia l issue s a s reveale d i n 
contemporary popula r culture , th e new s media , thei r neighborhood s 
at home , thei r circl e o f hig h schoo l friends . Bu t thes e discussion s 
seemed curiousl y circumscribe d an d muted , considerin g th e fac t tha t 
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I though t the y woul d amoun t t o th e culmination—o r rather , refuta -
tion—of a  semester-lon g attemp t t o censo r "eas y talk " i n favo r o f 
close textua l analysis . The hard fac t o f th e matte r wa s tha t gli b gener -
alizations di d no t com e s o easil y anymore . A  descriptio n o f whit e 
boys emulatin g th e black "hi p hop " styl e a t one student' s hig h schoo l 
brought th e inevitabl e questions—wher e i s th e hig h schoo l located , 
and wha t i s th e clas s makeu p o f th e studen t body ? I t mattere d 
whether th e schoo l wa s i n Manhattan , o r Cambridge , o r Atlanta — 
some o f th e place s represente d b y th e student s i n th e class . Stories o f 
family-based prejudice s ha d t o be placed i n the contex t o f a  particula r 
place, ethni c o r racia l group , an d th e age s an d occupation s o f it s 
members. Othe r question s included , Wha t i s th e significanc e o f ski n 
color today , an d doesn' t i t matte r whic h particula r shad e yo u ar e 
referring to , an d i n wha t setting ? An d o n a n on . W e ha d ru n ou t o f 
steam; there were so many factor s t o consider abou t any on e situation . 

Still, i n broa d outline s w e coul d dra w som e conclusion s abou t 
changes i n th e meanin g o f rac e an d i n th e natur e o f biracia l work -
places throug h th e centuries . W e bega n th e cours e b y examinin g a 
1658 Maryland tobacc o plantatio n worke d b y whit e mal e an d femal e 
English indenture d servants , mal e Africa n an d Nativ e America n 
slaves, an d th e whit e landowne r an d hi s wif e an d children . Mos t 
laborers durin g thi s perio d wer e boun d (i n thi s case , onl y th e land -
owner himsel f wa s "independent, " o r "free " i n an y meaningfu l sens e 
of th e word) , an d teenage d whit e servant s an d blac k an d India n 
workers o f al l kind s wer e ofte n lumpe d indiscriminatel y int o a  cate -
gory o f rowdy , promiscuous , profane , intractabl e workers . Th e con -
trast betwee n tha t wor k settin g an d th e white-colla r offic e plac e o f 
postindustrial Americ a wa s striking , t o sa y th e least , thoug h i f w e 
consider gender , class , and racia l configuration s i n both tim e period s 
we migh t detec t som e thread s o f continuit y linkin g th e Marylan d o f 
1658 to the America o f 1996 . 

Obviously, I  faced a  number o f pedagogica l challenge s i n teachin g 
this course , bu t m y inadequac y a s a  whit e perso n teachin g Africa n 
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American history was not high o n my list . I had t o figure ou t th e mos t 
effective way s t o teach first-yea r student s ho w t o read historica l texts , 
analyze thei r significance , an d se e th e connection s amon g them ; an d 
how t o write a  well-organized pape r an d documen t i t appropriately . I 
had t o encourage sh y students t o overcome thei r reluctance and spea k 
out i n class . Obviousl y hig h schoo l preparatio n affecte d individuals ' 
literary, analytical , an d verba l skills , but a  whole hos t o f othe r factor s 
influenced thei r engagemen t wit h th e material . I  wa s paire d wit h 
thirteen o f th e student s i n thi s clas s a s thei r facult y first-yea r adviser , 
so I  made a  specia l effor t t o ge t t o kno w everyon e outsid e class ; as a 
result I  cam e t o understan d bette r som e o f th e developmenta l prob -
lems first-yea r student s mus t dea l with . On e studen t wa s homesick ; 
he missed hi s high schoo l friends . Anothe r studen t decide d ver y earl y 
on tha t sh e wante d t o tr y t o transfe r t o th e Wes t Coast ; he r parent s 
were separated , an d he r mothe r live d nearby , bu t sh e wante d t o liv e 
near he r father . A  coupl e o f soon-to-b e mat h an d scienc e major s wer e 
not happ y abou t takin g histor y seriously ; the y sa w m y cours e a s th e 
least o f twenty-two othe r evil s they had bee n force d t o choose among . 
One studen t spen t a t leas t par t o f th e semeste r comparin g m e t o he r 
beloved hig h schoo l socia l studie s teacher , an d foun d m e lacking . 
When I  thin k o f al l th e problem s m y student s face d tha t semester — 
getting adjuste d t o a  ne w plac e t o liv e an d t o ne w friends , t o a  ne w 
set o f academi c demand s an d a  whol e ne w weekl y wor k rhythm — 
my rac e quickl y recede d i n significanc e a s a n issu e o f majo r concer n 
in the classroom . 

Offering a  variation o n m y student' s succinc t observation , I  woul d 
venture t o sugges t tha t i n th e historica l professio n today , sometime s 
race shoul d matter , an d sometime s i t shoul d not . A s historians , w e 
have com e t o believ e tha t a  ful l an d hones t renderin g o f th e pas t 
necessarily mandate s attentio n t o group s lon g believe d unworth y o f 
scholarly study ; an d w e hav e discovere d tha t throughou t America n 
history, whethe r w e ar e explorin g th e ratificatio n o f th e Constitutio n 
or th e Cul t o f Tru e Womanhood , th e histor y o f th e trade s unio n 
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movement o r th e developmen t o f America n foreig n policy , certai n 
notions abou t "race " have mattered , an d hav e mattere d a  grea t deal . 
At th e sam e time , whe n w e debate , teach , an d otherwis e dra w o n 
current historica l scholarship , th e rac e o f a  particula r schola r shoul d 
matter muc h les s than th e shape o f his or her argument , th e content of 
his o r he r footnotes . I n th e classroo m an d a t scholarl y conferences , i n 
department meeting s and the pages of scholarly journals, the advance -
ment o f histor y relie s o n a  diversit y o f viewpoints . A s a  mean s o f 
furthering scholarl y inquir y withi n th e historica l profession , self-cen -
sorship ha s littl e t o recommend it ; and i n fact , assignin g certai n kind s 
of people to certain historical topics , while ostracizing those who stra y 
from thes e narrow-minde d guidelines , pose s a  distinc t dange r t o ou r 
continually evolvin g understandin g o f group s an d issue s tha t hav e 
received fa r to o little attention fro m scholar s in previous generations . 

Over th e pas t fe w year s w e hav e mad e grea t progres s i n openin g 
up th e stud y o f history—i n breakin g dow n artificia l boundarie s be -
tween men' s an d women' s history , betwee n socia l an d politica l his -
tory, between economi c and labo r history (fo r example) . The last thin g 
we need t o do now i s to slip back into a  Balkanized vie w o f the world , 
a vie w base d o n dualitie s betwee n blac k an d white , ric h an d poor , 
male an d female . Shoul d w e a s scholar s retrea t defensivel y int o ou r 
respective "camps/ ' o r subfields , th e whol e stud y o f histor y wil l b e 
diminished, an d accordingl y rendere d suspec t a s a  scholarl y enter -
prise. 



10 
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Trans(cending)national Identities 
in the English Classroom 

LAVINA D H I N G R A S H A N K A R 

The starting-point of critical elaboration is the consciousness 
of what one really is, and is "knowing thyself" as a product 
of the historical process to date which has deposited i n you 
an infinity o f traces, without leaving an inventory. 

—Antonio Gramsci, Selections from the Prison Notebooks 

The foreigner i s within me, hence we are all foreigners. 
—Julia Kristeva, Strangers to Ourselves 

Race consciousness i s a deadly explosive on the tongues of 
men. —Zor a Neale Hurston, Dust Tracks on a Road 

Professing "otherness " can , i n contemporar y literar y criticism , privi -
lege critics , allowin g the m privileg e eve n whil e decryin g it; 1 thi s i s 
clearly manifes t i n th e cas e o f th e multicultura l "hol y trinity, " wh o 
have i n th e las t decad e bee n canonize d an d institutionalized—Ed -
ward Said , Henr y Loui s Gates , Jr. , an d Gayatr i Chakravort y Spivak. 2 

Yet th e "outsider " wh o "teache s wha t sh e i s not " ca n hav e a  prob -
lematic relationshi p t o powe r an d authority , especiall y i n th e under -
graduate Englis h classroom . 

Before discussin g th e complexitie s surroundin g m y ow n "cross -
dressing" a s a  "normative " Englis h speake r teachin g a  languag e an d 
literature tha t ar e not he r "own, " i n what i s not Herland , I  will briefl y 
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analyze In  Other  Worlds,  by Gayatr i Chakravort y Spivak , a  simultane -
ously mainstreame d an d ye t marginalize d "Thir d World " intellectua l 
"teaching wha t sh e i s (not) " in th e "Firs t World." 3 

The following discussio n o f Spivak' s identit y dilemm a function s a s 
an exampl e t o highligh t jus t ho w comple x an d problemati c th e issu e 
of identit y an d identit y politic s i s i n th e contemporar y America n 
academy. M y intentio n i s no t s o muc h t o critiqu e Spivak' s "identit y 
politics" pe r se , bu t t o explicat e th e convolute d natur e o f persona l 
and scholarl y identity , a s wel l a s t o war n agains t th e oversimplifica -
tion tha t occur s in much multicultura l rhetori c o f "us " versus "them. " 

In th e contex t o f postcolonia l an d transnationa l identitie s an d 
transcultural educationa l systems , th e boundarie s betwee n sel f an d 
other, Eas t an d West , Wester n an d non-Western , Firs t an d Thir d 
World ar e fuzz y righ t fro m th e start . Acclaime d a s a  "Thir d Worl d 
feminist" i n th e West , Spiva k represent s "deconstructio n America n 
style" fo r he r colleague s i n th e East. 4 Th e Bengal i Gayatr i Chakravorty 

vehemently attack s "majority " "Western " feminists ' appropriativ e 
gestures t o establis h a  "hegemonic , 'global ' theor y o f feminism " un -
der th e guis e o f "internationa l feminism." 5 An d yet , despit e Gayatr i 
Chakravorty's emphasi s o n he r ow n "otherness " (rea d uniqueness ) a s 
a non-Wester n scholar , sh e hersel f is  a  "Western " feminist. 6 Hence , 
the America n Gayatr i Spivak  employ s th e persona l pronou n "we " t o 
distance hersel f fro m th e "res t o f th e world' s women." 7 Gayatr i 
Spivak's us e o f "we " (whic h Jan e Tompkin s criticize s Foucaul t fo r us -
ing i n orde r t o becom e "chummy " wit h th e reader ) claim s commo n 
experiences an d though t wit h he r "white " academi c reader s i n th e 
"First World." 8 

Who ar e the "we " that Gayatr i Chakravort y Spiva k refer s t o i n he r 
critiques o f th e "Western " academy' s cultura l politics ? Eve n afte r be -
ing a  membe r o f th e America n academ y fo r mor e tha n hal f he r life , 
Gayatri Chakravorty  feels lik e a n "outsider." 9 Nevertheless , because o f 
her "Western " intellectua l training , sh e repeatedl y find s hersel f allie d 
with America n academics. 10 No t surprisingly , Gayatr i Spivak  take s 
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over an d begin s talkin g i n th e sam e breat h abou t Freud , Marx , 
Nietzsche, an d Derrida . Th e postcolonia l subject' s confusio n o f East -
West identitie s bega n eve n befor e sh e physicall y entere d th e West — 
via he r colonia l Britis h education . Or , a s Derrid a himsel f say s i n an -
other context , "th e outsid e i s th e inside." 11 

The postcolonia l feminis t i s indee d caugh t betwee n he r role s i n 
two differen t an d ye t simila r worlds. 12 A s sh e hersel f acknowledges , 
the Eastern-born , Western-educate d teache r i s "no t i n a  positio n o f 
choice i n thi s [identity ] dilemma." 13 Gayatr i Chakravort y Spivak' s 
deconstructive perspectiv e make s he r realiz e th e limitation s o f imple -
menting he r bran d o f "Thir d World " feminis m i n th e "Firs t World " 
classroom. Sh e admits , 

I think les s easily o f "changin g th e world " tha n i n th e past . I  teach a 
small number of the holders of the can(n)on, male or female, feminist or 
masculinist, how to read their own texts, as best I can.14 

Whose text s are these, anyway?15 And wh o ar e "they " who have t o 
be taugh t "thei r ow n texts" ? Needles s t o say , i n th e newl y emergin g 
multiethnic, multiracia l classrooms , ther e i s n o fixed , homogeneou s 
entity, n o monolithi c "they " wh o ca n unproblematicall y b e taugh t 
their ow n texts . 

What doe s i t mean  fo r a  "colored, " foreig n female , tripl y a n "out -
sider"—"Woman, Native , Other" i n the words o f th e cultura l anthro -
pologist Trin h T . Minh-ha—t o assum e th e positio n o f powe r an d 
authority i n a  "Firs t World " Englis h classroo m an d t o ech o he r (colo -
nial) "master's " voice? 16 Th e toke n "minority " facult y membe r (o r 
student) i n a  nearly all-"white " Englis h departmen t i s ofte n expecte d 
to bea r th e burde n o f representin g all  minorities, all  colored peoples , 
and all  Third Worl d an d postcolonia l perspectives . Ye t the very differ-

ence in th e teacher' s cultural , racial , an d gende r perspective s ca n be -
come problematic , especiall y whe n th e teache r discusse s issue s abou t 
"race."17 

Discussions focuse d o n cultura l diversity , racism, multiculturalism , 
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and globa l awarenes s evok e a  certain resistanc e eve n when a  "white " 
teacher inform s "white " upper-leve l undergraduat e and/o r graduat e 
students, say , abou t slaver y whil e teachin g Ton i Morrison' s Beloved, 

or abou t th e Chines e Exclusio n Act s whil e discussin g Maxin e Hon g 
Kingston's Woman  Warrior  o r China  Men,  o r abou t Nativ e America n 
genocide an d th e Trai l o f Tear s whe n introducin g Louis e Erdrich' s 
Love Medicine —works tha t hav e almos t bee n canonize d b y man y 
white feminists. 18 Bu t th e powe r dynamic s ma y see m eve n mor e 
threatening t o som e eighteen-year-old s whe n th e onl y colore d perso n 
in th e classroo m als o assume s th e positio n o f authorit y an d inform s 
them o f th e uglie r part s o f thei r cultura l history , whic h the y woul d 
rather no t ow n (u p to) . In my experience , often th e "white " (especiall y 
male) student s eithe r fee l guilt y an d becom e silenced , o r becom e 
defensive and/o r (mildly ) aggressiv e whe n th e discussio n center s 
around slaver y o r colonization . 

In another scenario , if students assum e that the ("minority" ) teache r 
"teaches wha t sh e is, " th e classroo m ca n becom e a  potentia l sit e fo r 
reverse discrimination . Th e toke n "nonwhite " student s ma y fee l 
newly empowere d o n seein g tha t th e rein s o f authorit y resid e i n a 
"colored" perso n an d ma y loo k t o th e teache r fo r validatio n o f thei r 
own views ; the y ma y eve n tak e a n aggressiv e stanc e towar d th e 
"dominant" majorit y an d expres s thei r deepl y entrenche d ange r to -
ward al l "white" peoples.19 In yet another scenario , "colored" student s 
who, eithe r becaus e o f economi c o r othe r privileges , hav e no t experi -
enced (o r a t leas t no t perceived ) discrimination , ma y b e disbelievin g 
of wha t the y assum e t o be th e teacher' s "politicall y correct " focu s o n 
"race"; o r ther e ma y b e ye t anothe r "minority " individua l o r grou p 
who, in trying hard t o assimilate, may ge t angered a t being segregate d 
from thei r peer s b y th e teacher' s discussion s regardin g "race. " I n al l 
the abov e situations , th e teacher—wh o b y virtu e o f he r "color " i s 
assumed t o be "teachin g wha t sh e is"—faces bot h politica l an d mora l 
dilemmas abou t which studen t communit y t o identify with . 

That i s wher e m y questio n "wh o ar e 'we'? " wit h referenc e t o 
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Spivak's identit y politic s become s relevant . Shoul d "minority " teach -
ers alig n themselve s wit h "majority " student s an d clai m ho w "we " 
are t o blam e fo r "our " narrow-minde d ethnocentris m an d "our " ten -
dency for , i n Richar d Slotkin' s words , "regeneratio n throug h vio -
lence"?20 O r i n forgin g communitie s wit h "majority " students , d o 
teachers the n participat e i n internalize d racis m an d sen d the m a  mes -
sage o f voluntar y self-erasure ? B y negating thei r ow n racia l identity , 
do teacher s als o delimi t "majority " students ' acceptanc e o f cultura l 
and racia l differences ? An d wha t abou t th e professor' s responsibilit y 
to th e marginalize d nonwhit e student(s ) wh o gre w u p battlin g th e 
racism tha t th e foreign-bor n schola r discusse s i n mostl y pedagogica l 
terms? 

Or, o n th e othe r hand , shoul d teacher s emphasiz e thei r ow n "mi -
nority" positio n (an d perhap s simultaneousl y accep t a  certai n disem -
powerment vis-a-vi s th e "majority") , an d clai m angril y ho w "we " th e 
colored, th e foreigners , th e immigrants , th e Easterners , th e colonize d 
(especially female) subjects , the Third World citizens , the "subalterns, " 
in Spivak' s term , hav e bee n victimize d an d silence d b y "you, " th e 
"dominant" "majority"? 21 A t th e presen t historica l moment , suc h a 
stance migh t succee d i n th e upper-leve l colleg e o r graduat e seminar , 
when th e studen t i s th e "other, " o r whe n a  minorit y facult y membe r 
teaches a course that explicitly professes "multicultural " and "multira -
cial" perspectives—fo r example , course s i n ethni c America n litera -
ture, minorit y literature , blac k literature , worl d civilizations/litera -
ture, Third Worl d literature , non-Western perspectives , and s o on. Bu t 
the "minority " teache r wh o pit s himsel f o r hersel f i n surve y course s 
against eighteen - o r nineteen-year-old s wh o hav e no t ye t crosse d th e 
border int o academia' s self-conscious , ideologica l embrac e o f cultura l 
and racia l diversit y migh t invit e thei r defensiv e rejectio n o f he r o r hi s 
viewpoints a s well a s her o r his alien , and henc e alienating , "self." 22 

The issue of "teachin g what you're not " becomes more complicate d 
when "white " student s (includin g thos e wh o wer e considere d "eth -
nic" no t s o lon g ago , such a s Jews, Irish , an d Italians ) perceiv e them -
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selves a s a  homogeneou s communit y roote d i n "Wester n culture/ 7 

as oppose d t o "them/ ' al l thos e "other, " "non-Western, " "minority " 
cultures whos e literature s the y ma y view a s being thrus t o n them . 

I a m thinkin g o f m y experienc e whil e teachin g Paul e Marshall' s 
Brown Girl,  Brownstones  i n a n introductor y literatur e seminar. 23 Man y 
of th e student s (bot h mal e an d female ) identifie d o r a t leas t empa -
thized wit h th e teenage femal e protagonis t Selina' s love-hat e relation -
ship wit h he r mother , he r searc h fo r a n adul t identit y discret e fro m 
her parents , he r sexua l awakening , he r realizatio n o f he r gendere d 
identity, he r confusion s abou t enterin g colleg e an d makin g caree r 
choices, he r family' s pursui t o f th e America n dream , an d s o on . Bu t 
some other s consciousl y resiste d relatin g t o th e novel , immediatel y 
distancing i t as completely alie n to their own experiences . When aske d 
why, a  "Swedish-American " mal e studen t responde d candidly , "F m 
not black , s o I  can' t understan d Selina' s struggl e agains t racism ; F m 
not (an d neithe r ar e m y parents ) immigrants , s o I  don' t identif y wit h 
the immigran t identity-conflict , o r wit h Selina' s mother' s obsessio n 
with th e America n Dream ; m y famil y i s financiall y secure , s o I  don' t 
know ho w povert y affect s famil y relations ; I' m no t a  woman , s o I 
don't hav e t o worry abou t lookin g boyish o r no t menstruatin g befor e 
my peers. " 

On a  simpl e level , thi s student' s remar k ca n b e interprete d a s ye t 
another protes t agains t th e reformatio n o f th e canon , bu t t o m e i t 
resonated differently . I n on e sentence , thi s studen t ha d raise d som e 
important question s abou t th e cultura l politics of knowledge, identity , 
and identification . Althoug h I  cannot honestly sa y that he was blaming 

me fo r choosin g a  tex t tha t he , a s th e proverbia l heterosexual , upper -
class WAS P mal e didn' t fin d wort h reading , i t certainl y mad e m e 
question m y ow n motivation s fo r teachin g thi s novel . Wha t wa s im -
plicit in this ( I think, nonconfrontational) well-reasone d argumen t wa s 
that I  wa s a  woman ; (h e assumed ) I  wa s a n immigrant ; I  wa s "col -
ored"; a s a  membe r o f a  postcolonia l nation , I  kne w o f a  differen t 
history o f Barbado s tha n th e sprin g break have n fo r America n colleg e 
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students; havin g grow n u p i n a  poo r Thir d Worl d nation , I  ha d 
witnessed povert y (i f not experience d it ) and , hence , understood it . I n 
sum, a s a  complet e "other " I  ha d an/othe r agend a tha t th e nove l 
satisfied an d tha t thi s studen t ha d n o us e for ; m y choic e o f wha t I 
taught wa s based o n who I  was, not o n who th e students were . 

Was i t possible fo r m e t o teac h thi s nove l withou t sentimentalizin g 
the image s o f self/othe r tha t I  consciously o r unconsciousl y sa w i n a 
black woman' s text ? Or t o look a t th e situatio n fro m anothe r perspec -
tive, i s i t possibl e tha t eve n thoug h I  wasn' t sentimentalizin g an y 
more tha n a  "white " feminis t might , I  wa s bein g stereotype d a s th e 
"alien" wit h differen t experiences , differen t emotiona l need s i n m y 
appreciation o f literature, and, hence, completely differen t (i f not irrel -
evant) ways o f seeing ? 

The identit y dilemm a (an d tha t o f "teachin g wha t I  am") become s 
even more complicated whe n m y ow n educationa l history i s revealed . 
I grew up o n a stronger die t of canonical, white, male, British literatur e 
than m y America n student s wil l eve r encounter . An d I  wa s intro -
duced t o so-called ethni c literature s an d minorit y issue s onl y throug h 
the eye s o f "white " America n feminis t teachers . S o eve n thoug h m y 
student ma y hav e though t i t was m y "non-Western " backgroun d tha t 
made m e teac h text s b y an d abou t "oppressed " "minorities " an d 
"colored" wome n (and , o n a  subconscious level , perhaps i t was so) , it 
was primarily th e legacy of my American "multicultural " education. 24 

My concern s (i n teaching ) wer e no t thos e o f a  schola r i n th e Thir d 
World, bu t o f a  Thir d Worl d schola r in  the  First  World.  Ironicall y 
enough, I  ha d internalize d th e rhetori c o f "multiculturalism " an d 
assumed tha t sinc e I  was a  "minority" I  must, therefore , teac h primar -
ily (i f not only)  abou t other s like myself . 

But then, as Derrida, Foucault , Althusser, and Lacan , among others , 
have taugh t u s t o question , wha t i s one' s "self " anyway? 25 I f Harol d 
Bloom's dictu m "Yo u ar e o r become wha t yo u read" 26 ha s an y valid -
ity, an d i f cultur e i s transmitte d b y educatio n an d no t b y racia l heri -
tage, the n isn' t th e postcolonia l feminis t teache r als o a  produc t o f 
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"Western" civilization , jus t lik e he r "Euramerican " students ? Whil e 
growing u p i n post-Britis h independenc e India , I  encountered Char -
lotte Bront e an d E . M . Forste r i n eighth-grad e Englis h class , Jan e 
Austen i n th e sevent h grade , abridge d version s o f Dickens' s David 

Copperfield, Oliver Twist,  Hardy' s Mayor  of  Casterbridge and Tess  of  the 

D'Urbervilles i n th e fift h an d sixt h grades ; numerou s Shakespearea n 
plays, Macbeth,  As  You  Like  It, The  Merchant of  Venice,  Hamlet, A  Mid-

summer Night's  Dream —which wer e read , enacted , memorized , an d 
"possessed" i n origina l Elizabetha n verse—betwee n th e sixt h an d th e 
tenth grades ; Charles Lamb's prose version o f the tales of Shakespear e 
as earl y a s th e thir d grade , an d s o on . I  don' t bu y th e argumen t tha t 
this educatio n wa s possibl e onl y becaus e i t wa s impose d b y anothe r 
culture, tha t i t wa s a  for m o f "cultura l imperialism " an d "colonizin g 
the mind, " becaus e concurrentl y I  als o learne d th e literature s o f tw o 
native India n languages—Hind i an d Bengali—an d befor e I  entere d 
college, I  ha d alread y take n o n fiv e language s (an d thei r accompa -
nying cultures) , only two o f which wer e European. 27 

In hi s groundbreakin g tex t Black  Skin,  White  Masks  (1952) , th e 
French Antillea n psychiatris t Frant z Fano n assert s tha t "t o spea k a 
language i s t o tak e o n a  world , a  culture. " Fano n critique s th e perni -
cious effect s o f "honorar y citizenship " tha t th e acquisitio n o f th e 
colonizing "other's " language allows. 28 However, I  would lik e to sub -
vert Fanon' s ide a b y suggestin g tha t acquirin g othe r language s nee d 
not necessitate erasin g one' s "own. " At one level , any languag e acqui -
sition i s a  for m o f cultura l imperialism ; bu t i t als o simultaneousl y 
facilitates th e expansio n o f one' s intellectua l an d cultura l horizons . 
Multilingualism i s not a n impossible feat . 

To retur n t o th e issu e o f m y abilit y t o teac h a  languag e an d litera -
ture tha t ar e no t a/par t o f myself , bu t tha t o f th e colonizin g "other" : 
My sens e o f "self " fo r th e firs t twent y year s o f m y lif e wa s a  sens e o f 
being no t a n "oppresse d minority " but rathe r a  member o f th e "privi -
leged minority, " i n a  countr y wher e i t i s th e majorit y tha t i s op -
pressed. However , in imbibing (o r unconsciously caterin g to) the ideo-
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logical position s o f m y professor s i n Americ a (bot h "white " an d 
"colored," "majority " an d "minority, " "native " an d "foreign, " "ex -
colonizers" and "ex-colonized" ) wh o trie d t o "decoloniz e my mind" 2 9 

and delive r m e fro m m y Britis h colonia l education , m y "self " ha d 
been (re)define d b y anothe r "alien " educationa l system—thi s time , 
American "multiculturalism. " I  realized the n tha t I  had begu n teach -
ing "minority " literatures not because I  saw the m a s a  reflection o f m y 
own views , experiences , o r philosophies , bu t becaus e m y so-calle d 
liberatory educationa l trainin g ha d (successfully ) convince d m e tha t I 
should teac h onl y "wha t I  was" assume d t o be—tha t is , teac h work s 
representing th e racially an d socioeconomicall y "oppressed." 30 

This assumptio n was , o f course , internalized b y me ; i t was intensi -
fied b y th e fac t tha t th e fe w "colored " teacher s o r scholar s tha t I  hav e 
encountered, o r whose wor k I  have read , d o no t "teac h wha t the y ar e 
not," tha t is , canonica l "white " literature . I t i s difficul t fo r m e t o 
decide whethe r mos t "subalterns " spea k onl y o f thei r ow n (o r othe r 
minorities') experience s becaus e the y d o no t posses s th e knowledge  t o 
speak abou t the "majority," o r because they are not granted th e author-

ity t o "teac h wha t the y ar e not. " O f course , fro m a n administrativ e 
perspective, i t is, perhaps, cost-effective fo r department s t o fulfil l bot h 
their goal s o f cano n expansio n an d affirmativ e actio n b y havin g a 
"person of color" teach literature written by and abou t othe r "colored " 
folk. 

The dilemm a o f (not ) "teachin g wha t yo u ar e not " i s eve n mor e 
perplexing since , ironically , I  ofte n hav e ideological , political , an d 
even cultura l difference s wit h th e student s I  a m expecte d t o identif y 
with merel y o n th e basis o f thei r statu s a s racia l minorities . For exam -
ple, a s a n internationa l schola r wh o ha s voluntaril y chose n (an d wh o 
considers i t a  privilege ) t o participat e i n th e America n highe r educa -
tion system , I  cannot identif y wit h Africa n America n student s whos e 
definition o f "race " i s embedde d i n a  histor y o f slav e ancestor s an d 
who fee l intensel y embittere d an d angr y agains t th e "dominant " 
"white" culture ; similarly , I  fee l alienate d fro m Asia n America n fe -
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males whos e immigran t parent s hav e give n the m suc h a  stron g die t 
of thei r nativ e cultur e an d tradition s tha t thei r gende r rol e definition s 
and religiou s an d mora l values , despit e thei r havin g grow n u p i n th e 
United States , see m close r t o m y grandmother' s tha n t o m y own. 31 

And if , whe n I  teach Asian-America n literature , student s assum e tha t 
"I a m wha t I  teach " an d expec t m e t o ratif y thei r stereotyp e tha t al l 
Asian wome n ar e docile , o r tha t al l hav e arrange d marriage s an d 
bound feet , o r tha t (i n orde r t o asser t m y ethni c identity ) I  shoul d 
dress exotically , I  refus e t o oblige . Besides , a t differen t moment s I 
often fin d i t easie r t o identif y bot h wit h fictiona l protagonist s an d 
with student s wh o ar e completel y differen t fro m m e o n on e o r mor e 
categories—of class , gender , race , sexuality , religion , nationality , citi -
zenship, and s o on—but wit h who m I  can easil y "connect " intellectu -
ally and/o r emotionally . 

The fallacie s i n th e assumptio n tha t w e canno t teac h "wha t w e ar e 
not" ar e to o man y t o enumerate . I f th e ide a i s carrie d t o it s logica l 
conclusion, i t would impl y tha t onl y me n ca n teac h men' s texts , onl y 
women mus t teac h women' s texts , onl y th e Britis h ca n teac h Britis h 
literature, an d s o on . Th e entir e questio n o f identit y a s base d o n 
categories suc h a s "race " an d "culture " i s tenuous . I t woul d eve n 
imply tha t we ar e no t abl e t o teach text s written i n a  differen t histori -
cal period; for instance , surely, a Norwegian-American o r Irish-Ameri -
can mal e professo r i n th e lat e twentiet h centur y i s no t par t o f fifth -
century B.C . Gree k culture , o r o f Renaissanc e Italy . Ho w coul d h e 
then teac h abou t the same? 32 A Jewish-American woma n i s not a  mal e 
poet livin g i n nineteenth-centur y England . Ho w ca n sh e the n "teac h 
what sh e i s not"—work s b y Wordsworth , o r Shelley , o r Browning ? 
Similarly, a  working-clas s Africa n America n femal e professor' s iden -
tity and experience s have little in common (excep t her ski n color) wit h 
those o f a n upper-clas s mal e Nigeria n novelis t (o r wit h hi s fictiona l 
protagonists); an d a  lesbia n teache r i s very differen t fro m th e hetero -
sexual author s whos e work s sh e ma y wis h t o teach . Doe s i t follo w 
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from thi s line of thinking tha t they cannot , therefore , "teac h what the y 
are not" ? 

If w e mus t onl y "teac h wha t w e are, " the n w e woul d surel y b e 
admitting tha t th e huma n imaginatio n an d abilit y fo r gainin g knowl -
edge ar e circumscribed—no t t o mentio n completel y self-absorbed — 
from birt h unti l death ; tha t we ar e incapable o f learning from , sympa -
thizing o r empathizing with , o r understanding an y human bein g wh o 
is no t identica l t o ourselves ; tha t w e ca n kno w onl y wha t w e hav e 
experienced.33 Whil e teacher s surel y fac e a n immens e challeng e an d 
must undertak e a  hug e responsibilit y i n representin g th e "other " i n 
literature, avoiding tha t challeng e seem s t o me t o go agains t th e grai n 
of the intellectual process itself . 

So the questio n I  posed a t th e beginning o f thi s essa y wit h respec t 
to Gayatr i Chakravort y Spivak' s identit y politics , "Wh o ar e we? " ha s 
no simpl e answer ; neithe r doe s th e questio n abou t whethe r w e can / 
should "teac h wha t 'we ' ar e not. " Nevertheless , the y hav e helpe d m e 
raise larger theoretica l questions , with which I  will conclude: How ca n 
we lear n t o construc t multiethni c communitie s tha t compris e neithe r 
the colonizer s no r th e colonized ? I s belonging  to a  world (o r ownin g a 
fixed identity ) eve r anythin g mor e tha n a  fictio n strategicall y em -
ployed t o disempowe r o r appropriat e a  critica l discourse ? Ho w ca n a 
privileged "Thir d World " citize n teac h text s abou t th e "oppressed " i n 
the "Firs t World " withou t sentimentalizin g th e self/other ? Shoul d 
"non-Western" scholar s fee l oblige d t o chang e th e cano n an d teac h 
"minority" literatures , o r ca n the y als o teac h th e "Western " author s 
that thei r "majority " student s identif y wit h (an d wit h which , ironi -
cally, perhaps the y ma y too) ? Or , vic e versa , mus t postcolonia l "sub -
jects" relinquis h teachin g canonica l author s an d b e confine d t o "mi -
nority" text s t o prove tha t th e proces s o f "decolonizin g [their ] mind " 
is complete? Wha t i f the "colored " femal e foreigne r i s more intereste d 
in teachin g abou t gende r an d clas s issue s in , say , "mainstream " Ro -
mantic an d Victoria n Britis h literature , whil e academi c cultura l poli -

205 
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tics dictat e that , a s a  "minority/ ' sh e must "teac h onl y wha t sh e is," 

that is , teach abou t "race " in multicultural an d multiracial texts ? 
What abou t a  teacher lik e mysel f wh o is neither Britis h nor Ameri -

can bu t wh o has—thank s t o he r postcolonia l education—bee n im -
mersed i n an d has , perhaps, eve n internalize d th e onc e "imposed " 
culture's literature ; whose knowledg e abou t "Western " literatur e an d 
history i s more ingrained , sometime s deepe r tha n tha t o f her "West -
ern" colleagues ; who may have, since early childhood , identifie d wit h 
the femal e heroe s i n Britis h Victoria n fictio n o r wit h mal e Romanti c 
poets, whose works sustaine d her , even helped formulat e he r sense of 
"self," perhaps , a  decade before he r American peer s eve n hear d o f an 
Austen, a  Bronte , a  Wordsworth , a  Maugham , o r a  Shakespeare? 34 

And wha t i f she doesn't equat e the "decolonizing [of ] the mind" wit h 
a rejection o f "Western culture, " or with "goin g native"?35 What i f she 
chooses t o stak e a  clai m t o bot h "knowing " an d "owning " Hardy , 
Dickens, an d Eliot ? Wha t i f sh e vindicate s he r right s t o he r Britis h 
intellectual "heritage, " s o t o speak , i n additio n t o he r Bengali , o r 
Italian, o r Russian , o r Urdu , o r Finnish , o r African , o r Chinese , o r 
Chippewa, o r Malaysian, o r French , o r Hindi , o r Greek , o r America n 
ancestry? Wha t i f she believes tha t knowledg e an d imagination nee d 
not b e restricte d b y one' s biologica l identity ; tha t th e brain an d th e 
blood o f all humans i s of the same color ? 

Unfortunately, th e proces s o f bein g "manufactured " int o a  race / 
postcolonial criti c (whic h th e identity politic s o f "teachin g onl y wha t 
you are"  demand) make s th e "other " pre y t o the "majority's " defini -
tion o f her or his critical sensibilities . Th e rules o f surviva l i n the job 
market reviv e racia l ghettoizatio n b y confinin g al l "others " t o th e 
ostensibly multicultural , "colored " corridor s o f the academy, an d re-
sult i n a recolonization o f the postcolonial subject(ed ) "self. " Simulta -
neously, i t makes th e "outsiders" exploiter s o f thei r ow n "otherness " 
(and thus , a s Spivak says , "pluralis t aesthetes," 36 consumer s o f thei r 
native culture ) fo r th e sak e o f caree r advancemen t i n th e capitalis t 
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academic jo b marke t " jungle/ 7 w h e r e the y m u s t "sell " thei r "selves " 

yet agai n a s "or ienta l ized" 3 7 object s fo r scrutin y u n d e r Wester n eyes . 

M y persona l stak e i n "self-fashioning" 3 8 a  critica l ident i t y b y nego -

tiating be twee n Eas t an d Wes t increase s a s I  realiz e m y s imul tane -

ously privi lege d a n d d i s empowere d posi t io n a s a  toke n " ( m u l t i c u l -

tu ra l" teache r compel le d t o loo k t owar d th e "East " t o establis h he r 

professional identi t y i n th e "West . " 

NOTES 

Brief sections of this essay were presented a t the following conferences : CCC C 
1992, MELU S 1995 , and M/ML A 1995 . I  wis h t o than k Beverl y Lyo n Clark , 
Lee Edelman , Sheil a Emerson , Raji v Shankar , an d Rut h Spac k fo r thei r direc t 
or indirect encouragemen t an d suppor t o f thi s project a t its various stages . 

1. Th e titl e o f thi s essa y wa s influence d b y th e titl e o f Geral d Graff' s 
famous histor y o f literary studies , Professing Literature: An Institutional  History 
(Chicago: University o f Chicago Press , 1987). 

2. On e ha s onl y t o follo w th e trajector y o f thes e "minority " critics ' ca -
reers—Gates skippe d fro m Duk e t o Harvard , Spiva k fro m th e Universit y o f 
Pittsburgh to Columbia—to note how th e marginalized has been institutional -
ized. 

3. Gayatr i Chakravort y Spivak , In  Other  Worlds:  Essays in  Cultural  Politics 
(New York : Routledge , 1988) . Dian a Fus s denounce s th e practice s tha t th e 
term "identit y politics " ha s com e t o represent . I n usin g thi s ter m t o refe r t o 
Spivak's identit y dilemm a (a s well a s strategy) , I do no t follo w Fuss' s narro w 
and extremel y critica l usage , whic h seem s t o impl y tha t identit y politic s ar e 
always merel y a  performance  of oppression . Se e Dian a Fuss , Essentially  Speak-
ing: Feminism, Nature  and  Difference (New York : Routledge, 1989) , 97-112. 

4. Gayatr i Chakravort y Spivak , "Readin g th e World : Literar y Studie s i n 
the Eighties, " in In Other  Worlds,  95-102: 100. 

5. Gayatr i Chakravort y Spivak , "Feminis m an d Critica l Theory, " i n In 
Other Worlds,  77-92: 84. 

6. He r decisio n t o begi n he r firs t book , In  Other  Worlds,  wit h th e not-so -
other world s o f Dante , Yeats , Coleridge , Wordsworth , an d Wool f indicate s 
Spivak's intentio n t o establis h hersel f o n fir m "Western " academi c groun d 
before losin g he r readershi p b y journeying a  l a Forste r o r Conra d int o exoti c 
"temples, mosques , caves " o r int o th e "hear t o f darkness " i n th e India n shor t 
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stories tha t follow . Befor e espousin g th e caus e o f Thir d Worl d feminism , sh e 
perhaps wishe s acceptanc e firs t a s a  worthy , eve n "mainstream, " literar y 
critic. 

7. I n the foreword t o her translatio n o f the Bengali short stor y "Draupadi, " 
Gayatri Spiva k addresse s he r Wester n feminis t sisters , 

Correspondingly, we  griev e fo r our  Third-Worl d sisters ; we  griev e an d 
rejoice tha t they  mus t los e themselves  an d becom e a s muc h lik e us  a s 
possible i n orde r t o b e "free" ; we  congratulat e ourselves  on our  special -
ist's knowledge o f them.  (179 , emphasis added ) 

"Translator's Foreword , Draupadi,"  i n In Other  Worlds,  179-96 . 
8. Jan e Tompkin s criticize s Miche l Foucaul t fo r beginnin g hi s History  of 

Sexuality wit h the section on "We 'other Victorians ' " ; by using the first perso n 
plural, th e mal e autho r i s being "Presumptuou s becaus e i t presumes tha t w e 
[the readers ] ar e reall y lik e hi m [th e author] " and i t make s th e reade r "wan t 
to cooperate , t o b e include d i n th e circl e th e autho r i s drawin g s o cosil y 
around 'us. ' I t i s chummy thi s 'we. ' "  Jane Tompkins , "M e an d M y Shadow, " 
in Gender and Theory: Dialogues on Feminist Criticism,  ed. Linda Kauffman (Ne w 
York: Basil Blackwell, 1989) , 121-39: 132. 

9. Spivak , "Readin g th e World," 102 . 
10. Th e non-Wester n feminis t criticize s th e sexis m o f he r "Eastern " mal e 

colleagues i n th e India n Subalter n Studie s Group : "Mal e subalter n an d histo -
rian ar e her e unite d i n th e commo n assumptio n tha t th e procreativ e se x i s a 
species apart , scarcely i f a t al l to be considered a  part o f civi l society." Gayatr i 
Chakravorty Spivak , "Subalter n Studies : Deconstructin g Historiography, " i n 
In Other  Worlds,  197-221 : 217. 

11. Jacque s Derrida , Of  Grammatology  (Baltimore : John s Hopkin s Univer -
sity Press, 1976) , 44. 

12. A  remar k mad e b y Edwar d Sai d is , perhaps , applicabl e t o Spivak' s 
work too : 

The sens e o f being between culture s ha s been very , ver y stron g fo r me . 
I would sa y that' s th e singl e stronges t stran d runnin g throug h m y life : 
the fac t tha t I' m alway s i n an d ou t o f things , an d neve r reall y of  any -
thing fo r ver y long . 

Edward Said , Interview wit h Imr e Saluzinsky , i n Criticism  in  Society,  ed. Imr e 
Saluzinsky (Ne w York : Methuen, 1987) , 123-48: 123. 

13. Gayatr i Chakravort y Spivak , "Frenc h Feminis m i n a n Internationa l 
Frame," in In Other  Worlds,  134-53: 133. 

14. Spivak , "Feminis m an d Critica l Theory," 92. 
15. Th e cano n revisio n debat e i s to o length y t o reproduc e here . Fo r th e 
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various conflictin g positions , se e especiall y Pau l Lauter , Canons  and  Contexts 
(New York : Oxfor d Universit y Press , 1991) ; Paul Berman , ed. , Debating  P.C.: 
The Controversy over  Political Correctness on College  Campuses (Ne w York : Dell , 
1992); Henr y Loui s Gates , Jr. , Loose  Canons: Notes on  the  Culture  Wars  (Ne w 
York: Oxfor d Universit y Press , 1992) ; Dinesh D'Souza , Illiberal  Education: The 
Politics of Race and Sex  on  Campus  (Ne w York : Fre e Press , 1991) ; E. D. Hirsch , 
Jr., Cultural  Literacy:  What  Every  American  Needs  to  Know  (Boston : Houghto n 
Mifflin, 1987) ; Alla n Bloom , The  Closing  of  the  American  Mind  (Ne w York : 
Simon an d Schuster , 1987) . 

16. Trin h T . Minh-ha , Woman,  Native,  Other:  Writing,  Postcoloniality  and 
Feminism (Bloomington : Indiana Universit y Press , 1989). 

17. Fo r a  discussio n o f th e "origins " o f th e concep t o f "race/ 7 se e Henr y 
Louis Gates , Jr. , "Writin g 'Race ' an d th e Differenc e I t Makes, " i n Figures  in 
Black: Words, Signs  and  the  Racial Self (Oxford: Oxfor d Universit y Press , 1987) , 
4-5-

Race, a s a  meaningfu l criterio n withi n th e biologica l sciences , has lon g 
been recognize d t o be a  fiction... . Rac e has become a  trope o f ultimate , 
irreducible differenc e betwee n cultures , linguisti c groups , o r adherent s 
of specifi c belie f system s which—mor e ofte n tha n not—als o hav e fun -
damentally oppose d economi c interests . Rac e i s th e ultimat e trop e o f 
difference becaus e i t is so very arbitrar y i n it s application . 

For a  discussion o f the debate abou t "race " among African America n scholars , 
see Diana Fuss , "'Race ' under Erasure ? Poststructuralis t Afro-America n Liter -
ary Theory," in Essentially  Speaking,  73-96. 

18. Se e Lauter , Canons,  for a  discussio n o f th e impac t o f feminis t teacher s 
on the American literar y canon . 

19. I  agree wit h Dian a Fus s abou t th e "unwelcom e effect s o f essentialis m 
in th e classroom , an d wit h th e pedagog y an d politic s o f 'essentiall y speak -
ing7 "  (115) . However , I  a m rathe r war y o f Fuss' s oversimplificatio n o f th e 
issue o f identitie s i n th e classroom : "i n th e classroo m identitie s ar e nothing  i f 
not commodities " (115 , emphasi s added) . Fus s forget s t o mentio n tha t th e 
ability t o choose  these commodifie d identitie s i s itself a  sign o f privilege ; som e 
are bor n wit h identities , other s hav e identitie s thrus t o n them . Further , Fus s 
attacks all  marginalized student s who , newl y empowered , attemp t t o domi -
nate and silenc e the "insiders " without commentin g o n the teacher's authorit y 
as one who negotiate s between differen t group s o f "majority " an d "minority " 
students. 

20. Se e Richar d Slotkin , Regeneration  through  Violence  (Middletown , CT : 
Wesley an University Press , 1973). 

21. Th e ter m "subaltern " ha s bee n popularize d b y Spivak' s renowne d 
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essay "Ca n th e Subalter n Speak? " in Marxism and  the  Interpretation of  Culture, 
ed. Car y Nelso n an d Lawrenc e Grossber g (Urbana : Universit y o f Illinoi s 
Press, 1986) , 271-313 . It s us e i n Antoni o Gramsci' s Prison  Notebooks  (writte n 
between 192 9 and 1935 ) seems to be elided i n contemporary critica l discourse . 
In Gramsci' s work , th e ter m "classi  subalterne"  refer s t o th e "subordinate " 
classes, and i s used interchangeabl y wit h ''classi  subordinate" o r "classi  strumen-
tali." Se e editors ' footnot e t o Gramsci , "O n Education, " i n Selections  from 
Prison Notebooks,  trans . Q . Hoar e an d G . N . Smit h (London : Lawrenc e an d 
Wishart, 1971) , 26. 

22. Th e issu e o f whethe r student s nee d t o "love " o r a t leas t "like " thei r 
teachers i n orde r t o accep t thei r authorit y an d lear n fro m the m i s a  conten -
tious one, especially amon g proponent s o f feminis t pedagogy . Fo r discussion s 
on thi s issue , se e Gendered  Subjects:  The  Dynamics  of  Feminist  Teaching,  ed . 
Margo Culle y an d Catherin e Portuge s (London : Routledg e an d Kega n Paul , 
1985). Constanc e Penle y remind s u s o f Lacan' s insistenc e o n th e correlatio n 
between knowledg e an d love : "Transferenc e is  lov e . . . I  insist : i t i s lov e 
directed toward , addresse d to , knowledge " (Scilicet  V,  16 , quote d i n Penle y 
132, al l emphase s fro m source) . Penle y furthe r build s o n Lacan' s viewpoin t 
and explain s tha t "Teachin g proceed s by wa y o f seduction ; th e studen t want s 
to learn because he o r she loves the teacher insofa r a s he o r sh e presumes tha t 
the teacher knows.  . . . th e teacher i n orde r t o be effective , t o be a  teacher a t all , 
must full y assum e th e mantl e o f th e subjec t suppose d t o know. " Constanc e 
Penley, "Teachin g i n You r Sleep : Feminism an d Psychoanalysis, " i n Theory  in 
the Classroom, ed. Cary Nelson (Urbana : University o f Illinois Press, 1986) , 132. 

23. Paul e Marshall , Brown Girl,  Brownstones (1959 ; reprint, New York : Fem-
inist Press , 1981). 

24. M y introductio n t o America n literatur e ha s bee n throug h seminar s 
such a s America n Realism , includin g text s b y minorit y author s lik e Su i Si n 
Far, Maria Christin a Mena , Frances Harper , an d s o on, or a  course o n Twenti -
eth-Century America n Wome n Writers , includin g on e tex t eac h b y Lesli e 
Marmon Silko , Louise Erdrich , Ton i Morrison , Paul e Marshall , Nell a Larsen , 
Maxine Hon g Kingston , Hisay e Yamamoto , Janic e Mirikitani , Will a Cather , 
Edith Wharton , an d Zitkal a Sa , and anthologie s o f poetry by Native America n 
and Latin a writers . 

25. Tha t th e concept s o f a  determinat e sel f an d o f individua l subjectivit y 
have been questioned by poststructuralist theor y needs no further elaboration . 

26. Harol d Bloom , Kabbalah  and  Criticism,  96 , quoted i n Annett e Kolodny , 
"A Map fo r Rereading; or, Gender an d th e Interpretation o f Literary Texts," in 
The Mother Tongue:  Essays  in  Feminist  Psychoanalytic  Interpretation,  ed . Shirle y 
Garner, Clar e Kahane , and Madelo n Sprengnethe r (Ithaca : Cornel l Universit y 
Press, 1985) , 258. 
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27. Cf . Loui s Althusser , "Ideolog y an d Ideologica l Stat e Apparatuse s 
(Notes toward s a n Investigation), " i n Lenin  and  Philosophy  and  Other  Essays, 
trans. Be n Brewste r (Ne w York : Monthl y Revie w Press , 1971) ; an d Miche l 
Foucault, "Docil e Bodies " and "Th e Mean s o f Correc t Training, " i n Discipline 
and Punish: The  Birth of  the Prison, trans. Alan Sherida n (Ne w York : Pantheon , 
1977), 135-94 . Accordin g t o Althusser , forma l educatio n i s merel y a  vehicl e 
for reproducin g th e dominan t ideology ; for Foucault , th e process o f disciplin e 
and punishmen t tha t i s necessar y fo r suc h cultura l reproductio n begin s a t 
school i n earl y childhood . Whil e I  accep t tha t ther e i s som e validit y i n thes e 
arguments, I  thin k the y den y th e potentia l fo r educate d subjects ' individua l 
agency onc e they have learned t o think critically . 

28. Frant z Fanon , Black  Skin, White  Masks,  trans . Charle s Markman n (Ne w 
York: Grove Press , 1967) , 38. 

29. I  borrow thi s phras e fro m Africa n postcolonia l write r N'gug i w a Thi -
ong'o, Decolonising  the  Mind  (London : Jame s Curry , 1986) . Th e autho r i s re -
nowned fo r hi s decisio n t o relinquis h writin g i n Englis h an d t o retur n t o th e 
native language s o f precolonization . 

30. I  discus s th e dangerou s conflatio n betwee n "oppression " an d "multi -
culturalism" i n contemporar y literar y discours e i n "Historicizin g Literacies : 
(Ir)Responsibilities o f Multicultura l Representations, " i n Multiculturalism  and 
Representations (Hawaii : Universit y o f Hawai i Press , forthcoming) . I n th e de -
velopment o f m y thinkin g abou t th e comple x implication s o f th e conflatio n 
between multiculturalis m an d oppression , I  hav e bee n indirectl y influence d 
by th e Brazilia n educato r Paul o Freire , Pedagogy  of the  Oppressed  (New York : 
Herder an d Herder , 1971) . 

31. Her e I  d o no t inten d t o mak e a  simplisti c generalizatio n representin g 
the "native " a s "traditional " (misrea d a s backward ) an d th e "Western/for -
eign" a s "modern " (misrea d a s progressive) ; rather , I  woul d lik e t o sugges t 
the complexities o f cultura l identit y formation . 

32. I  am indebte d t o Raji v Shanka r fo r raisin g thi s poin t an d contributin g 
to the following discussion . 

33. I  believe tha t knowledg e o r understandin g i s no t base d onl y o n iden -
tity. Here I  am i n agreement wit h Edwar d Said : 

If on e believe s wit h Gramsc i tha t a n intellectua l vocatio n i s sociall y 
possible a s wel l a s desirable , the n i t i s a n inadmissibl e contradictio n a t 
the sam e tim e t o buil d analyse s o f historica l experienc e aroun d exclu -
sions, exclusion s tha t stipulate , fo r instance , tha t onl y wome n ca n un -
derstand feminin e experience , tha t onl y Jew s ca n understan d Jewis h 
suffering, onl y formerl y colonia l subject s ca n understan d colonia l expe -
rience. 
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Edward Said , Culture  and  Imperialism  (Ne w York : Knopf , 1993) , 31. A simila r 
idea i s echoe d b y Spiva k i n a  muc h cite d sectio n fro m he r essa y " A Literar y 
Representation o f th e Subaltern : A  Woman' s Tex t fro m th e Thir d World/ 7 i n 
In Other  Worlds,  254: 

The positio n tha t onl y th e subalter n ca n kno w th e subaltern , onl y 
women ca n kno w wome n an d s o on , canno t b e hel d a s a  theoretica l 
presupposition either , fo r i t predicate s th e possibilit y o f knowledg e o n 
identity. 

34. Mos t America n student s don' t encounte r man y o f thes e author s unti l 
college an d usually , onl y i f the y becom e Englis h majors—an d thi s i s tru e 
even fo r th e "goo d ol d days " before th e so-called capitulatio n o f th e "Wester n 
canon" t o "multiculturalism. " I n hi s essa y "Th e Valu e o f th e Canon " (1991) , 
in Debating  P.C.,  ed . Berman , 153-71 , Irvin g How e nostalgicall y lament s tha t 
"Several decade s ago , when I  began teaching , i t could b e assume d tha t enter -
ing freshme n ha d rea d i n hig h schoo l a t leas t on e pla y b y Shakespear e an d 
one nove l b y Dickens. . . . Thes e days , wit h th e disintegratio n o f th e hig h 
schools, suc h a n assumptio n ca n seldo m b e made " (162) . Compare thi s wit h 
my (wha t seem s lifelong) trainin g i n British literature . 

35. I  realiz e tha t thes e opportunitie s wer e availabl e t o m e becaus e o f 
economic privilege ; the impac t o f colonia l educatio n woul d b e quit e differen t 
on other s who di d no t have th e same acces s to the "West. " 

36. Spivak , "Translator' s Foreword, " 179 . 
37. Cf . Edwar d Said , Orientalism  (Ne w York : Pantheon, 1978) . 
38. I  borrow thi s term fro m Stephe n Greenblatt , Renaissance Self-Fashioning: 

From More to  Shakespeare (Chicago: University o f Chicago Press , 1980). 
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Now don' t ge t m e wrong : Fv e go t nothin g agains t Caliban—a t leas t 
not mor e tha n mos t people . An d Fv e go t absolutel y nothin g agains t 
classrooms—again, no t mor e tha n mos t people . Bu t I' m no t craz y 
about th e combinatio n o f Caliba n and  th e classroom , especiall y whe n 
I'm cas t i n th e rol e o f Caliban . I  sometime s thin k tha t a  lo t o f u s 
academics wh o ar e blesse d wit h th e "  surplus visibility" 1 o f rac e o r 
ethnicity ar e cas t a s Caliban s i n th e classroom , lurchin g betwee n stu -
dent an d blackboard . I t seem s tha t ou r hou r ha s com e roun d a t last , 
that we , wh o ma y hav e bee n exclude d i n th e past , ar e a t las t t o tak e 
our rightfu l plac e i n th e hall s o f academe . Bu t unde r wha t guis e d o 
we mak e ou r appearanc e there , an d wha t i s ou r presenc e take n t o 
mean? I  wonder whethe r w e ar e here , no t i n th e rol e o f Prosper o i n 
charge o f th e book s o f magic , bu t stil l a s Calibans , roug h beast s 
slouching (mayb e eve n shuffling ) alon g i n th e ivie d Bethlehem s o f 
higher education . 

We ar e sometime s seen , i t seem s t o me , a s travelin g icon s o f cul -
ture, both traditiona l (a s long a s we're ove r there ) an d nontraditiona l 
(when we'r e righ t here) , unbearabl y ancien t i n ou r fol k wisdo m an d 
childlike i n ou r infantil e nee d fo r th e sophisticatio n o f th e West . W e 
are flesh  an d bloo d informatio n retrieva l systems , nativ e informant s 
who demonstrat e an d ac t ou t difference , ofte n wit h a n imperfectl y 
concealed politica l agenda . W e ar e th e loca l and th e regiona l oppose d 
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to th e universalit y o f th e West , natur e t o it s culture , instinc t t o it s 
intellect, bod y t o it s brain . W e are , i n fact , encase d i n th e persona l 
and visibl e fact s o f ou r visibl e selves , walking exemplar s o f ethnicit y 
and race . 

What w e ar e not , however , i s objective , impartia l purveyor s o f 
truth, teacher s o f fac t an d method . W e alway s teach , a t som e level , 
the persona l bu t usuall y unspoke n stor y o f ourselve s i n th e world . 
We teac h wit h ourselve s a s ou r ow n mos t effectiv e visua l aids . Th e 
contemporary practic e o f choosin g t o inser t personal , biographica l 
details abou t th e autho r int o critica l o r theoretica l article s deliberatel y 
sets ou t t o situat e an d historiciz e authority , mayb e eve n revea l th e 
illusory nature o f impartiality , objectivity , an d authorit y itself . But th e 
minority teache r doe s no t necessaril y hav e th e choic e o f deliberatel y 
engaging th e machiner y o f th e persona l i n orde r t o questio n author -
ity. Authorit y ha s alread y bee n problematize d b y th e fac t o f visibl e 
difference. Th e manifes t persona l antedate s th e decisio n t o engag e i n 
the politic s o f th e personal . Indeed , th e minorit y teache r i s alread y 
known, in  personal  terms:  ethnicity , race , is , amon g othe r things , a n 
already familia r genr e o f personality . I t i s a  familia r i f no t alway s 
understood categor y o f bot h analysi s an d interpretation . 

The mor e elusiv e issu e fo r th e minorit y teache r i s th e establish -
ment o f authority , o f objectivity , o f impartiality—tha t is , of thos e at -
tributes traditionall y associate d wit h th e performanc e o f teaching . 
What I  hope t o examin e i n thi s essa y i s tha t proble m o f th e persona l 
as i t establishe s o r work s agains t authorit y i n th e classroo m fo r th e 
teacher marke d b y rac e o r ethnicity . Wha t i s th e natur e o f authorit y 
in thi s particula r case ? What ar e it s source s an d limits ? I n wha t way s 
is i t dependen t o n th e personal ? Ca n th e genr e o f rac e b e use d t o 
create a  mor e suppl e for m o f authorit y i n th e classroom , perhap s b y 
foregrounding ignorance , activ e o r inactive , o r perhap s throug h th e 
strategies o f performance ? 

The entanglemen t o f th e personal—th e fact s o f rac e an d eth -
nicity—with th e professional— a teacher' s authorit y t o spea k wit h 
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credibility, an d thereb y t o educate , t o lea d out—cam e hom e t o m e 
when I  first bega n teaching , a s a  teachin g assistant , a t th e star t o f m y 
graduate schoo l days . I  taugh t freshma n compositio n i n th e Englis h 
department a t th e University o f California , Sant a Barbara , a  predomi -
nantly white , upper-middle-clas s campu s i n souther n California . I  re-
alized prett y quickl y tha t m y perso n i n th e classroo m wa s a  bi t o f a 
shocker fo r som e students . O n th e firs t da y o f classes , I  would delib -
erately wai t unti l a  fe w minute s int o th e clas s perio d t o allo w peopl e 
time t o locat e a  ne w classroo m i n a  ne w school , the n mak e m y en -
trance, wal k t o th e tabl e a t fron t an d cente r o f th e room , an d pu t 
down m y books . I t wa s interestin g t o hav e student s approac h me , 
and, speakin g ver y loudl y an d slowly , infor m m e tha t tha t plac e wa s 
meant fo r th e teacher . Correspondingly , durin g th e nex t severa l days , 
a fe w students—no t necessaril y th e sam e ones—woul d com e u p 
after clas s t o remar k o n m y amazingl y goo d gras p o f th e language . 

Most student s wer e neithe r s o officiou s no r s o ingenuous . Bu t 
events o f thi s natur e occurre d sufficientl y ofte n t o convinc e me , first , 
that I  wa s probabl y sittin g i n th e wron g place , an d second , tha t i t 
was admirabl e o f m e t o spea k Englis h well , or , possibly, a t all . By th e 
time I  wa s read y t o leav e UCSB , I  wa s curiou s enoug h abou t thi s 
matter o f race , authority , an d th e classroo m t o offe r on e clas s th e 
choice o f writin g abou t prio r experience s wit h minorit y teacher s a s 
one o f severa l essa y topics . An d I  wa s intrigue d enoug h b y wha t 
some student s wrot e tha t I  save d severa l o f thes e essays . ( I don' t 
mean t o impl y tha t thi s materia l i s i n an y wa y a  scientifi c study , 
an objective , impartial , o r eve n authoritativ e investigation . It' s jus t 
personal.) Thes e student s o f cours e sa w tha t on e o f th e issue s hidde n 
in th e essa y topi c wa s th e questio n o f prejudice . And , o f course , tha t 
they chos e t o writ e o n thi s topi c fo r a  teache r the y perceive d a s a 
minority perso n influence d wha t the y wrote . Give n thi s context , it' s 
revealing t o loo k a t wha t incident s the y chos e t o narrate , an d wha t 
rhetorical strategie s the y employed . 

Almost al l th e essay s began wit h th e clai m tha t th e autho r person -
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ally ha d n o prejudice ; thes e student s claime d t o judg e whethe r a 
teacher wa s goo d o r no t o n purel y "objective " grounds . On e studen t 
wrote, 

It was al l perfectly normal . I  walked int o my third perio d clas s on the 
first da y o f schoo l whe n I  was i n sevent h grade , an d I  found, sittin g 
behind th e desk, a large black man in his mid forties . "So he's my new 
math teacher , eh? " I  thought a s I  found m y seat . " I wonder i f he' s a 
good teacher." It did not even occur to me that he would not be as good 
a teacher as a white man or woman. 

Several thereupo n proceede d t o commen t o n ho w irritatin g the y 
found i t when th e ethni c instructo r ha d suc h a  strong accen t tha t the y 
had difficult y understanding . I  don' t wan t t o tak e u p thi s particula r 
debate here ; rather, I  would lik e to point ou t th e slippage between th e 
references t o foreig n speaker s o f Englis h i n a n essa y o n racia l an d 
ethnic minorities , especially followin g har d o n protestations o f lack of 
prejudice agains t black an d Hispani c teachers . 

Some chos e thereafte r t o commen t o n me , despit e th e assignmen t 
that the y discus s minorit y teacher s the y ha d ha d prio r t o th e curren t 
class: 

My first reaction upon you walking into class was, "How can that little 
lady expec t t o teach a  college course?" When you cam e in and gav e a 
hearty "Hi" and began talking, my fears were dissolved. 

Another studen t wrot e abou t a n African America n woma n teache r h e 
very much disliked—okay , hated : 

Although my  hatred wa s compose d o f various element s (injustice , re -
bellion, frustration, anger , etc.), Mrs. [X]'s ethnicity definitely serve d t o 
strengthen an d perpetuat e m y abhorrence . Because her racia l heritag e 
had a n ancien t legac y o f ethni c slur s an d stereotypes , I  was supplie d 
with a plethora of powerful, seemingl y empirical justifications. In effect , 
Mrs. [X]' s physica l an d emblemati c ethnicit y furthe r reinforce d an d 
rationalized my negative perception of her. 

Immediately thereafter , th e sam e studen t chos e t o describ e m e t o m e 
in these terms : 
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My only other nonCaucasian teacher is my current English teacher. My 
first impressio n upo n viewin g he r India n ethnicit y wa s a  mixtur e o f 
surprise an d skepticism . I  was surprise d b y th e novelt y o f a n India n 
woman teachin g English and wa s simultaneously skeptica l o f her pro -
ficiency. Despite my initially disdainful response , I was very pleasantly 
surprised b y he r competence . He r spoke n Englis h wa s flawless , elo -
quent, clear, forceful, an d concise . I perceived her manner a s authorita-
tive bu t no t domineering , poise d withou t arrogance , lighthearte d ye t 
not giddy , an d open-minde d bu t no t indecisiv e [ a descriptio n tha t 
makes m e fee l lik e a  decent , moderatel y price d Bordeaux : "Assertive , 
yet modest"]. Her literary discussions displayed a n "impressive" range 
and depth of knowledge, commanded by a "very sharp" intellect. 

The swolle n eg o engendere d b y thi s flattery , however , wa s quickl y 
punctured b y th e next paragraph : 

Clearly, i n thi s instanc e th e professor' s ethnicit y affecte d my  percep -
tions in a positive manner. Because of racial typecasting and her profes-
sional uniqueness [which , of course, is no longer as true now as it was 
in 1987], I had unusually low expectations. Consequently, the more she 
established he r competenc y an d he r affability , my  estee m increase d 
geometrically. The ability to speak correctly and articulately o r to skill-
fully direc t a  literar y discussio n shouldn' t b e foreig n t o an y Englis h 
teacher, bu t becaus e o f my  assumptio n o f a n ethni c handica p I  wa s 
overly impressed by her abilities. When she exceeded my ethnic expec-
tations, I then perceived her qualities more favorably than I would have 
for a Caucasian teacher. 

The las t o f th e studen t essay s wit h whic h IT 1 burden yo u reache s 
some interesting conclusions tha t I've increasingly com e to agree with . 
This student make s the point tha t the competence o f minority teacher s 
is directl y relate d t o th e correlatio n betwee n thei r rac e o r ethnicit y 
and th e subjec t the y teach : a n Africa n America n woma n wh o taugh t 
physical educatio n ("No t onl y wa s thi s teache r good , bu t sh e wa s 
doing somethin g w e al l kne w sh e coul d do . Ar e blac k peopl e no t 
suppose [sic]  to b e mor e athleti c tha n white?") ; a  "Mexican " teache r 
who taugh t Spanish II I ("He, like my PE teacher wa s doing somethin g 
that al l o f us , a s students , kne w h e wa s capabl e of , teachin g hi s 
language"). On th e othe r hand , a n African America n ma n wh o taugh t 
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biology i s judged i n retrospec t a s no t competen t o n th e ground s o f 
disorganization an d inconsistency. A t the time, however, thi s studen t 
writes, 

We le t ourselves accep t thi s teache r a s "good" eve n thoug h h e really 
was not. This is very unusual when I think of how we reacted when we 
had a  "no t so good " whit e teacher . Thi s teache r woul d b e criticize d 
without merc y because, in my opinion, we expected mor e out of him. 
My Biolog y teache r wa s black an d because o f the stereotype o f black 
people being dumb we just accepted his faults blindly. 

The excerpt s fro m thes e studen t essay s obviousl y prov e nothing . 
But fo r me , the y ar e suggestive , i f nothin g more , i n connectin g th e 
issues o f race—a s a  categor y o f th e personal—an d th e takin g o r 
granting o f pedagogica l authority . Whil e rac e o r ethnicit y alon e ma y 
undermine classr<» m authority , i t doesn' t en d here . Th e more com -
plex issu e i s containe d i n th e las t essa y fro m whic h I  quoted : th e 
matching o f race wit h subject , th e disciplining an d containin g o f eth -
nicity into its proper an d personal field . 

Admittedly, thes e excerpt s wer e draw n fro m essay s writte n som e 
years ago , in a large stat e university , wher e I , like al l the other fresh -
man compositio n instructors , was identified i n the schedule o f classe s 
in advanc e onl y a s "staff, " s o tha t m y appearanc e i n th e classroo m 
affronted certai n expectations . I  now teach in quite a  different setting , 
a small , libera l art s colleg e i n Ne w Englan d wit h a  lon g histor y o f 
socially progressiv e though t an d ideals . I  n o longe r teac h freshma n 
composition, no r d o I  teac h pseudonymousl y a s "staff. " Instead , I 
teach postcolonia l literature , which I  refer t o in more pervers e mood s 
as P.C. Lit. Because my university i s so small, and because my subjec t 
and I  exhibi t a  phenomenologica l fit , I  d o no t experienc e th e sam e 
kinds o f issues with authority . 

That doe s no t mean , o f course , tha t authorit y ha s cease d t o b e 
problematic. I  have increasingl y com e t o se e tha t m y authority , an d 
that o f othe r teacher s wh o wor k withi n th e difference s o f rac e o r 
ethnicity, is granted withi n th e confines o f certain mor e o r less clearl y 
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defined boundaries . An d th e boundaries , thoug h flexible,  ar e draw n 
within th e shado w line s o f authenticity , th e authenti c an d perceivabl e 
racial/ethnic self . "Authenticity/ ' a s th e groun d o f authority , create s 
at leas t tw o differen t genre s o f personality , tw o alread y availabl e 
dramatic role s and dramati c narratives th e ethnic teacher ca n perform . 
One rol e i s that o f Shakespeare' s Caliba n (i n The  Tempest) a s a  kind o f 
native informant , lurchin g abou t th e islan d an d showin g Prosper o it s 
sweet an d secre t places , serving t o provide dat a wit h whic h Prosper o 
can then rule. Caliban's claim to authority i s based o n natural claims — 
descent by blood fro m Sycorax . He doe s not have acces s to Prospero' s 
source o f power, hi s books. 

As a  postcolonia l perso n teachin g postcolonia l literature , m y au -
thority, too , i s somewha t dependen t o n m y bloodlines , m y physica l 
and visibl e affinity wit h m y subjec t matter . My authorit y i s somewha t 
dependent o n m y statu s a s nativ e informant , providin g other s wit h 
data tha t ca n the n b e theorized , s o tha t I  serv e a s th e representativ e 
figure fo r m y entir e field o f study . Since that field cover s 85 percent o f 
the world' s landmass , thi s sometime s seem s a  largis h burden . I n 
any case , it's a  representationa l responsibilit y that' s difficul t t o fulfill . 
Genetic authenticit y i s ultimately alway s o n a  slidin g scal e o f greate r 
and lesse r degree s o f raciality : a  slipper y scal e o f "mor e colore d tha n 
thou." Th e hierarchie s o f race s an d ethnicitie s i n th e Unite d State s 
cannot suppor t th e constructio n o f geneti c authorit y fo r ver y long . 
The rol e o f nativ e informan t i s als o ultimatel y thankles s t o fulfill . I n 
my discipline , rea l powe r an d authorit y lie , no t i n th e rol e o f nativ e 
informant, no t with Caliban , but i n theory , with Prospero . 

At m y curren t university , ther e i s anothe r narrativ e tha t ha s a 
prepared rol e for th e racialized body: the narrative of resistance. Resis-
tance, a s a  methodolog y fo r th e examinatio n o f literature s produce d 
by "others, " ha s th e rea l an d valuabl e functio n o f focusin g attentio n 
on wha t ha s bee n don e b y thos e other s wh o hav e bee n disenfran -
chised o r exploite d b y colonialism , institutiona l prejudice , an d s o on . 
Placing "others " cente r stag e ha s salutar y politica l an d disciplinar y 
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effects i n the study o f literature . But the hunt fo r resistanc e on the par t 
of th e subalter n figur e can , an d i n som e way s ha s already , becom e a 
formulaic approac h tha t provide s to o easy , too gratifyin g solution s t o 
long-enduring social , historical, political, and economi c inequities tha t 
show littl e sign s o f suddenl y becomin g "okay. " Accordin g t o th e 
narrative, however, resistance is discovered everywhere , in every mar -
gin an d periphery . Sho w m e a n other , a  subaltern , a  marginalize d 
figure; I'll show you resistance . Resistance is so prevalent that i t make s 
one wonde r tha t anyon e ha s eve r bee n oppresse d anywhere , a t an y 
time. 

The narrativ e o f resistanc e ha s a  ready-mad e rol e fo r Caliban : th e 
authentic, organi c intellectual—rea d revolutionary—seekin g t o over -
throw Prospero' s rule , th e postcolonial , th e guerrill a fighte r wagin g 
battle i n th e bell y o f th e beast , th e revolutionar y i n th e arm s o f 
academe. Th e politicizatio n o f th e rol e i s clear , an d bring s Caliba n 
closer, i f not clos e enough , t o th e source s o f power , Prospero' s books . 
But Caliban' s resistanc e i s n o rea l threa t becaus e h e i s no t allowe d 
access t o thos e source s o f power . Similarly , th e postcolonia l playin g 
the rol e o f th e academi c revolutionar y i s safel y containe d b y tha t 
recognizable rol e o f resistance rathe r tha n mad e threatenin g by it . Fa r 
from grantin g acces s t o th e center s o f power , wher e substantiv e 
changes coul d be made t o the university , th e rol e of the revolutionar y 
can instead serv e the purposes o f power by seeming to answer oppres -
sion wit h a n easil y recognize d resistance , and , moreover , on e pro -
vided b y th e institutio n itself . Th e revolutionar y ca n i n fac t becom e 
the university' s ver y bes t alibi , while demonstratin g tha t institution' s 
good intention s an d virtue . T o tak e th e presenc e o f th e racialize d 
other o n universit y campuse s fo r a  sig n o f substantiv e chang e withi n 
society a s a  whole ca n creat e a n overl y simplisti c narrative : a  reassur -
ing psychobabbl e that , whil e thing s ma y b e ba d al l ove r outside , 
inside th e world o f academia , a t least , "I' m okay , you're okay. " In th e 
end, to accept the narrative o f resistance a t face value i s to confuse th e 
real an d important—an d political—wor k tha t i s th e prope r wor k o f 
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academia wit h a  misdirecte d cal l t o popular , "grassroots " actio n t o 
replace it . Th e unspoke n subtex t her e i s certainl y a n anti-intellectu -
alism, more certainl y a  distrus t o f th e nativ e o r subalter n intellectual ; 
most certainl y a  sens e tha t th e "authentic " postcolonia l i s th e grass -
roots peasant , livin g oppression , no t th e indigenou s o r metropolita n 
intellectual, theorizin g postcoloniality . Caliban' s authenticit y i s bal -
anced b y another , mor e culture-base d (b y whic h I  mea n practice -
based) notio n o f authenticity : th e figur e o f hybridity , o f authenticit y 
established no t i n referenc e t o purit y o f traditions , culture , an d race , 
but o n notion s o f impurit y an d contamination . Shakespeare' s Tempest 

does no t offe r a  figur e t o encompas s thi s identity , bu t Aim e Cesaire' s 
work A  Tempest,  hi s revisionin g o f Shakespeare' s pla y fro m th e view -
point o f the colonized, does . Cesaire's Arie l is not Shakespeare's figur e 
of radica l difference , a  figur e wh o finall y succeed s i n escapin g th e 
power struggl e betwee n Caliba n an d Prospero . Cesaire' s Arie l i s a 
mulatto, the house slav e agains t Caliban' s fiel d slave , the native intel -
lectual, havin g a n identit y crisis , a s Cesaire' s Prosper o derisivel y 
gibes, deeply implicate d i n the very structure s tha t enslav e him, seek -
ing to mediate an d achiev e synthesi s between exploite r an d exploited . 
Within th e classroom , thi s Arie l rol e become s tha t o f th e mediatin g 
figure o f th e indigenou s elite . Th e Western-traine d postcolonia l aca -
demic, because o f hi s o r he r cultura l familiarit y wit h an d eas e i n th e 
West combine d wit h manifes t racia l o r ethni c difference , i s ofte n 
perceived a s th e idea l bridg e betwee n Wester n academi a an d non -
Western subjec t matter . Th e reward s ca n b e great . A t it s furthes t 
extreme—think o f postcolonia l academi c superstars—Ariel' s flighti -
ness i s transforme d int o transcontinenta l flight : th e hybri d cosmopo -
lite, jetsetting everywhere , a t hom e everywhere , belongin g nowhere , 
alighting i n th e classroo m momentaril y t o magi c u p a  literar y repast , 
perhaps t o lea d th e clas s o n a  whirlwin d literar y tou r o f th e global , 
yes, postmodern, literar y bazaar . 

The las t o f th e potentia l role s lyin g i n wai t fo r th e minorit y teache r 
in th e classroo m is , of course , Prosper o himself . Th e minorit y teache r 
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can cas t himsel f o r hersel f a s the traditiona l authoritaria n personality , 
the hard-driving , brilliant , no-nonsens e professiona l fo r who m th e 
personal ha s nothin g t o d o wit h anything . Thi s rol e play s visua l an d 
epistemological games , an d ultimately , it , too , establishe s it s ow n 
authority i n reference t o a standard o f authenticity . Denying the visua l 
evidence o f rac e o r ethnicity , thi s rol e insist s o n th e authenticit y o f 
guild membership—card-carryin g statu s i n th e unio n o f academi c 
professionals, usuall y demonstrated , a t leas t i n humanisti c field s a t 
the curren t time , b y th e us e o f comple x poststructuralis t concepts , 
language, an d theor y t o analyz e postcolonial , minorit y subjects . Cali -
ban ca n spea k wit h th e master' s voice , perhap s eve n b e transforme d 
into Prospero . 

This cataloguing of some of the various roles available to the minor -
ity teache r i s o f cours e both schemati c an d oversimplified . On e majo r 
missing subjec t i s tha t par t o f th e persona l tha t canno t b e mad e 
shapely o r saf e fo r pedagogica l purposes . Caliba n say s tha t Prosper o 
has taugh t hi m t o speak an d hi s profi t on' t i s that he has learne d ho w 
to curse . I'm no t suggestin g tha t minorit y teacher s nee d t o have thei r 
mouths washed ou t with soap. I am suggesting , however, that margin -
ality, precisely becaus e i t i s not a n inborn , natura l categor y bu t some -
thing learned , teache s it s ow n discourse , it s ow n curses. 2 Buil t int o 
difference i s rea l resistance t o authority , t o Prospero' s voice . Minorit y 
discourse i s characterize d mor e b y subversion , interrogation , critiqu e 
than by construction . W e ar e al l gadflies t o some extent ; the best o f u s 
carry letha l infection. Bu t teaching, a t least traditional idea s o f the rol e 
of the teache r i n the literary studie s classroom, insist s tha t criticism b e 
constructive, tha t analysi s lead t o the new, improved model . I  sugges t 
that minorit y discours e doe s no t necessaril y lea d t o th e constructio n 
of a  newer model . Yet the pressure t o do so is exerted in the classroo m 
by students , an d certainl y withi n th e worl d o f scholarshi p b y peer s 
and tenur e reviewers . Th e pressur e t o provid e intellectua l guides , 
schema, methods o f analysi s tha t wil l lead t o more an d mor e accurat e 
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interpretations ha s alread y produce d analytica l blueprint s suc h a s 
blues ideology , signifyin g o r the idea o f resistance. 3 

The harde r issu e fo r m e i s th e proble m o f anger , th e issu e o f rag e 
named i n th e ide a o f cursing . Anger , i t seem s t o me , i s antithetica l t o 
the dialogu e o f teaching ; ye t ange r i s a  rea l an d presen t fac t o f th e 
personal. An d i f minorit y teacher s ca n b e figure d a s Calibans , Ariels , 
impersonators o f Prospero , a t what leve l doe s ange r mov e agains t th e 
children o f Prosper o an d hi s heirs ? Thi s lead s m e t o th e las t o f th e 
points I' d lik e to make. In fact , a s should b e no surprise , th e personal , 
while i t seem s t o b e th e groun d o n whic h th e minorit y teache r con -
structs hi s o r he r myth s o f authority , i s no t th e commodit y i n whic h 
one trades. Rather, the personal remains a  matter, i f not for repression , 
much i n nee d o f shapin g accordin g t o som e genr e o r other . On e doe s 
not presen t th e personal , on e represent s it . Fo r th e minorit y teache r 
especially, I  think, who has historically been allowe d int o academia i n 
the guis e o f th e nativ e informant , th e us e o f th e persona l pose s prob -
lems. T o refus e t o engag e th e personal—t o silenc e it—i s on e wa y o f 
resisting th e commodification o f the multicultura l body . 

However, th e persona l i n thi s countr y i s irrepressible ; i t canno t b e 
silenced. I t is inevitably part o f the equipment with which on e teaches , 
willingly o r not . Perhap s th e bes t wa y t o us e tha t equipmen t i s t o b e 
aware o f th e preexistin g role s fo r ethnicity , an d the n t o playfully , 
inventively, eclecticall y subver t them . A n authorit y derive d fro m th e 
ground o f authenticit y i s ultimatel y self-defeating , bu t a  self-aware , 
deliberate performance o f race or ethnicity ca n provide a  more power -
ful, more challenging authority . B y "performance o f race/ ' I  mean tha t 
students shoul d b e encourage d t o perceive ho w muc h "race " is mad e 
by socia l expectation s an d constructions , rathe r tha n havin g thos e 
expectations fulfilled . I t ca n mea n a  deliberat e evocatio n o f cultura l 
stereotypes abou t rac e o r ethnicity , i n orde r t o punctur e them , jok e 
about them , insis t o n them . Performanc e o f rac e mean s t o mak e rac e 
visible, an d thereb y t o undermin e it s authorit y i n th e classroom ; si -
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multaneously t o questio n it s meaningfulnes s an d t o insis t o n it s im -
portance i n shapin g ou r understandin g o f th e world . Thi s kin d o f 
performance i s reall y guerrill a theater , whic h keep s th e audienc e of f 
balance, and make s them learn by shaking up thei r assumption s abou t 
the nature o f the world . I f we minorit y teacher s ar e sometime s cas t a s 
Calibans, we als o know ou r hou r ha s ye t t o come round . I f we ar e no t 
yet slouchin g towar d Bethlehem , ye t we ma y shuffl e of f t o Buffalo , i n 
a neo-blackface minstre l show . 

Performance an d guerrill a theate r ar e both strategies , and the y are , 
I think , symptomatic . The y ar e strategie s fo r seizin g contro l o f th e 
machinery o f representation . The y ar e als o symptom s o f power -
lessness—as wel l a s symptom s o f th e limite d kind s o f powe r th e 
minority teache r doe s have . The deman d fo r th e persona l i s made o n 
the minorit y teache r i n man y ways : from th e persona l level s o f teach -
ing, to teaching strategies , to subject matter . The personal i s present a s 
the groun d fo r pedagogica l authority , an d certainl y i n th e powe r 
dynamics a s well a s the erotics o f the classroom . 

Most importan t o f all , th e deman d fo r th e persona l move s th e 
marketplace int o th e classroom . Th e persona l i s somethin g w e pro -
duce a s par t o f th e packag e w e sell . Academi a i s neithe r Bethlehe m 
nor Jerusalem , neithe r th e birthplac e o f th e ne w Golde n Ag e no r th e 
heavenly city , althoug h par t o f it s mytholog y i s th e legen d o f pas t 
virtue tha t has been los t and th e Utopia tha t i s to come. But it is usefu l 
to remin d ourselve s tha t i t i s als o a n industry . I f academi a i s neithe r 
heaven no r hell , i t i s preeminentl y th e plac e wher e w e academic s 
make ou r livin g b y sellin g ou r services , ou r knowledge , an d ou r 
symbolic presence . For the minority academic , al l three ar e shape d b y 
the personal , private an d public , performed an d lived . 

NOTES 

This essa y wa s originall y writte n fo r a  conferenc e title d "Pedagogy : Th e 
Question o f the Personal/ ' held a t the Center fo r Twentiet h Centur y Studie s 
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published by Indiana University Press in a forthcoming antholog y titled Peda-
gogy: The Question of Impersonation in the center's series Theories of Contempo-
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2. See , for instance, the suggestion that one is not born minor but becomes 
minor, in Abdul R. JanMohamed an d Davi d Lloyd , "Introduction: Towar d a 
Theory of Minority Discourse: What Is to Be Done?" in The Nature and Context 
of Minority Discourse,  ed . Abdu l R . JanMohame d an d Davi d Lloy d (Ne w 
York: Oxfor d Universit y Press , 1990) , 9 . Similarly , Re y Cho w persuasivel y 
demonstrates tha t on e "i s not simpl y ethnic , but ethnicized."  Woman  and  Chi-
nese Modernity (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1991), 25. 
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Baker, Jr., Blues Ideology  and Theories of  the Vernacular (Chicago : University of 
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York: Oxford Universit y Press , 1988) ; and Barbar a Harlow , Resistance  Litera-
ture (New York: Methuen, 1987). 
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A Paradox  of  Silence: Reflections  of  a 
Man Who  Teaches Women's  Studies 

C R A I G W . H E L L E R 

People ofte n as k abou t m y students ' reaction s t o me , bot h a s a 
teacher an d a s a  feminist . I  hav e discovere d tha t thi s i s usuall y a 
polite, i f thinl y veiled , wa y t o as k m e th e questio n tha t i s reall y o n 
their minds , whic h is , "Wha t th e hel l ar e you , a  white , middle-class , 
straight male , doin g teachin g Introductio n t o Women' s Studies? " Th e 
conversation usuall y goe s of f i n variou s direction s regardin g femi -
nism o r pedagog y o r th e politic s o f exclusion . I n truth , th e classe s I 
have taught , regardles s o f ho w the y wer e liste d i n th e catalog , hav e 
always centere d aroun d issue s centra l t o feminism , an d m y teachin g 
style, were yo u t o observ e me , i s feminis t pedagog y a t it s mos t stere -
otypic. I t was not , however , unti l I  had m y firs t opportunit y t o teac h 
Introduction t o Women' s Studie s (whil e completin g m y dissertatio n 
on feminis t pedagogy ) tha t I  began t o examin e m y ow n pedagog y i n 
light o f m y sex . 

Research o n feminis t pedagog y usuall y see s gende r a s a  uni t o f 
analysis both fo r student s an d fo r th e constructio n o f knowledge , bu t 
rarely ha s th e gende r o f th e instructo r bee n addresse d a s a n issue . 
Typically, th e literatur e eithe r assume s tha t feminis t teacher s ar e 
women (which , althoug h smackin g o f essentialism , make s fo r a  moo t 
point) or , worse , suppose s tha t feminis t teachers , whethe r femal e o r 

228 
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male, nee d onl y follo w certai n pedagogica l principle s i n orde r t o fi t 
the label . On e o f th e purpose s o f thi s essa y i s t o poin t ou t tha t th e 
gender o f th e instructo r is  a n importan t elemen t o f one' s feminis t 
pedagogy an d tha t "on e siz e doe s no t fi t all/ ' I n othe r words , a  femi -
nist teache r wh o i s a  ma n an d a  feminis t teache r wh o i s a  woma n 
face differen t issues , an d bot h nee d t o understan d th e differen t role s 
and expectation s the y fill , bot h willingl y an d unwillingly , fo r thei r 
students. 

I explor e thre e matter s i n thi s essay : first , ho w m y subjec t posi -
tions1 o f "male " an d "teacher " hav e bee n previousl y constructe d b y 
students lon g before the y ente r th e college classroom; second , the rol e 
of silenc e i n a  women' s studie s classroo m whe n tha t silenc e origi -
nates fro m a  mal e teacher ; an d third , th e inheren t parado x i n a  ma n 
teaching women' s studies— a situatio n wher e I  us e th e powe r af -
forded m e b y m y whit e mal e statu s t o encourag e student s t o chal -
lenge traditiona l patriarcha l assumption s an d expectations . Thi s strat -
egy, i n itself , i s merel y subversive , bu t give n tha t m y venu e i s a 
women's studie s classroo m an d tha t I  a m a  teache r i n a  women' s 
studies program , utilizin g thi s strateg y evoke s a  troublin g question : 
How contradictor y i s i t tha t I  may b e convincin g student s o f th e via -
bility o f a  feminis t messag e by , a t leas t i n som e part , fulfillin g th e 
patriarchal expectation s tha t man y student s hav e o f mal e teachers ? 

Gender play s a  rol e i n al l ou r dail y interactions ; thi s i s a  basi c 
tenet o f feminism . Ou r society' s assumption s abou t gende r carr y ove r 
into th e classroo m i n student/teache r relationship s a s much a s in an y 
other interaction . B y th e tim e the y reac h college , student s hav e ha d 
at leas t twelv e year s o f indoctrinatio n an d "practice " a t caterin g dif -
ferently t o male an d femal e authorit y figures . Researc h ha s show n u s 
that student s hav e differen t expectation s fo r mal e teachers , believin g 
them t o b e mor e competent , mor e experienced , an d "tougher " tha n 
female teachers. 2 A  recen t stud y foun d tha t student s se e youn g 
women teacher s a s les s capabl e tha n youn g me n teachers , bu t tha t 
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older wome n ar e believe d t o b e th e bes t teacher s eve n thoug h the y 
are see n t o b e o n a  pa r wit h olde r me n teacher s a s fa r a s th e dept h 
of thei r knowledg e i s concerned. 3 

Regardless o f thei r gender-dependen t perceptions , student s ar e 
highly experience d a t cedin g authorit y t o teacher s whil e the y them -
selves adop t a  passiv e stance . I n thi s relationship , student s passivel y 
consume fact s provide d b y a  recognize d authorit y figure , assumin g 
that th e informatio n i s "truth/ ' Thi s typicall y result s i n th e typ e o f 
"banking education " tha t Paul o Freir e ha s lon g criticized. 4 Freir e de -
scribes thi s situation , whic h i s th e nor m i n Wester n schooling , a s 
teachers makin g deposit s o f fact s i n student s wh o ac t a s littl e mor e 
than ban k account s fo r th e storin g o f informatio n rathe r tha n th e 
analysis o r critiqu e o f information . B y the tim e mos t youn g me n an d 
women reac h colleg e age , they subconsciousl y expec t littl e chang e i n 
these long-establishe d patterns . A women's studie s clas s i s often thei r 
first exposur e t o the idea o f an d mean s fo r challengin g thes e patterns . 

Susan Heal d ha s argue d tha t w e al l hol d " a taken-for-grante d se t 
of assumption s abou t th e identit y o f individual s i n variou s catego -
ries," whic h ar e rigidl y define d b y th e dominan t discourse s o f ou r 
society.5 Thes e categories , o r "subjec t positions, " includ e everythin g 
from pian o playe r t o lesbian , woma n t o doctor , teache r t o student . 
Heald cite s he r ow n exampl e o f havin g he r teenag e sens e o f identit y 
defined an d limite d throug h others ' expectation s o f th e subjec t posi -
tions o f "pianist " an d "talented " tha t wer e applie d t o her . W e als o 
hold simila r assumption s abou t ourselves , contributin g t o th e cre -
ation o f a  sens e o f subjectivity , a s we occup y variou s categories . Thi s 
creation o f dominan t identitie s o r "subjects " contribute s t o the stereo -
types tha t reinforc e th e system s perpetuatin g sexism , racism , an d 
other socia l ills . Just a s i t was lon g held tha t African s wer e no t intelli -
gent enoug h t o car e fo r themselve s an d thu s "needed " th e institutio n 
of slaver y t o protec t them , ther e ar e man y belief s an d definitions , 
based o n similar , i f les s overtl y reprehensible , interpretation s o f sub -
jectivity tha t bin d ou r ow n sens e o f identit y a s teachers . 
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Heald goe s o n t o argue , an d I  would agree , tha t a  par t o f feminis t 
pedagogy shoul d b e t o questio n thes e establishe d assumption s s o 
that we ca n upse t som e o f these long-held perception s abou t teachers ' 
as wel l a s students ' roles . 

Teachers an d student s ar e "gendered " subjects , a s the y ar e "raced " 
and "classed " an d identifie d accordin g t o sexua l orientation , age , and 
physical ability . I n addition , we/the y ar e als o wha t I  cal l educational 
subjects: We have claimed an identity within the range of those laid out 
by educationa l institutions . W e nee d t o kee p tryin g t o uncove r jus t 
how i t is that our subjectivities ar e formed withi n these institutions... . 
Feminist pedagog y need s t o b e grounde d i n th e understandin g tha t 
education i s an apparatu s o f socia l regulation an d a s such participate s 
in th e formatio n o f th e dominan t subjec t position s o f "teacher " an d 
"student."6 

What ar e th e beliefs , assumptions , an d definition s student s hol d 
about th e identit y o f th e subjec t positio n "mal e teacher" ? Ho w d o 
they limit , o r perhaps , a s Joh n Schil b ha s suggested , enhance , m y 
ability t o teach in women's studies? 7 

For bot h student s an d professors , thes e beliefs , assumptions , an d 
definitions cente r aroun d th e us e o f power . Al l student s hav e bee n 
taught i n the classroom tha t th e teache r hold s powe r an d the y d o not . 
We are al l taught by ou r societ y and ou r culture tha t men hold power , 
and women , with fe w exceptions , do not . 

Power an d authorit y hav e alway s bee n recognize d a s problemati c 
components o f feminis t pedagogy . Th e stereotypica l imag e o f th e 
feminist teache r a s "femal e nurturer " rathe r tha n "mal e disciplinar -
ian" i s al l well an d good , bu t w e canno t dismiss , a s bell hooks point s 
out, tha t teacher s have powe r ove r students , and a s long a s we evalu -
ate students ' performanc e w e canno t preten d t o giv e u p al l ou r au -
thority a s teachers. 8 Some , suc h a s hooks , Nanc y Buffington, 9 o r 
Magda Ger e Lewis , sugges t tha t thi s powe r ca n b e use d t o goo d 
advantage. Lewis assert s tha t 

the use o f institutiona l power , I  believe, should no t alway s be viewe d 
as counterproductive t o our politics. Feminism i s a politics that i s both 
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historical an d contingent  o n existing socia l relations. I [have] no prob-
lem justifying th e use of my institutional power to create the possibility 
for privileg e to face itsel f an d ow n it s violation publicly . Using powe r 
to subjugate is quite different fro m using power to liberate.10 

While I  agre e tha t a  teache r canno t an d shoul d no t abrogat e al l 
power an d authorit y i n th e classroom , I  question th e us e o f powe r a s 
a pedagogica l too l fo r mysel f o r fo r an y mal e feminis t teacher . Unde r 
certain circumstances , i t ca n b e usefu l an d beneficia l fo r a  femal e 
teacher t o us e thos e strategie s tha t hav e typicall y bee n th e reserv e o f 
male authorit y figures , especiall y i f thei r us e ca n challenge oppressiv e 
stereotypes. Bu t a s a  whit e mal e teacher , I  obviousl y hav e n o nee d 
to appropriat e "th e master' s tools " o f authoritativ e power . I t i s m y 
responsibility a s a  feminis t teache r t o promote a  discursive spac e tha t 
not onl y promote s ne w interpretation s o f women' s subjec t position s 
but als o allows students t o challenge the dominant image s o f men an d 
men who ar e teachers . 

My student s expec t me , a s a  mal e teacher , t o overtl y contro l th e 
discourse an d th e classroo m environment . T o them , a  teache r i s a 
source o f informatio n an d a n "attitud e cop, " wit h th e grad e boo k 
as th e nightstick . Whil e bein g a  sourc e o f informatio n i s a  primar y 
responsibility o f an y teacher , i t shoul d b e tempere d wit h a n under -
standing o f ho w student s se e thi s secon d role , especiall y i f on e i s 
committed t o a  feminist pedagogy . 

The students in my Introduction t o Women's Studie s classes ( I have 
taught thi s clas s seven time s now) wor k i n smal l group s o f fiv e o r si x 
for mos t o f th e clas s period s durin g th e semester . Th e group s hav e 
directed activities , such a s role plays an d smal l grou p project s a s wel l 
as broadl y outline d discussio n agenda s t o wor k from , an d th e stu -
dents ar e responsible fo r maintainin g a  fruitful discussio n within thei r 
own group . I  rarely intervene . Within a  very fe w weeks , the students , 
partly a s a  reflectio n o f th e subjec t matte r o f th e cours e an d partl y a s 
an aspec t o f huma n nature , for m a  sens e o f communit y wit h thei r 
group member s and , b y extension , wit h th e clas s a s a  whole . T o a 
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large extent , this sense o f community replace s an y need o n my par t t o 
exercise contro l overtly . 

By remaining largel y silent , I  abrogate m y traditiona l subjec t posi -
tion a s authorit y figure , an d th e students , b y virtu e o f th e communi -
ties the y for m withi n th e classroom , hav e n o nee d o f one . When the y 
see tha t I , th e traditiona l teacher/powe r figure , a m willin g no t t o 
exercise my privileg e t o contro l thei r discourse , thei r thinking , or  their 

learning, the n the y ar e fre e t o lear n fro m th e materials , fro m eac h 
other, an d fro m m e i n whateve r wa y eac h o f the m ca n bes t profi t 
from. Th e students , because the y fee l a n obligatio n an d responsibilit y 
to thei r classroo m communit y an d t o themselves , mak e th e invest -
ments o f thought , time , an d effor t tha t ar e necessar y fo r a  successfu l 
learning experience . 

I am very activ e in creating a  relationship wit h m y student s charac -
terized b y a  horizonta l rathe r tha n vertica l powe r dynamic . I  expec t 
my student s t o us e m y firs t nam e an d I  rarel y answe r question s 
directly a s i f I  hel d secret s fo r other s t o discover . I  ofte n leav e th e 
classroom (afte r establishin g som e guidelines ) t o allo w the m auton -
omy i n thei r learning , an d I  practic e a  variet y o f othe r behavior s 
designed t o shif t th e focu s fro m m e a t th e cente r t o th e academi c 
information an d thei r analysi s o f it . 

After severa l week s o f a  semester , th e majorit y o f m y student s d o 
exhibit a  goo d dea l o f autonom y an d communit y i n th e classroom . I t 
takes onl y tw o t o thre e week s fo r the m t o sto p lookin g t o m e fo r 
reassurance o r rewar d an d t o begi n relyin g o n themselve s an d thei r 
classmates fo r interaction . Thi s i s no t t o sa y tha t I  si t amon g m y 
students observin g a  raging chaos . I  do hav e t o se t boundaries, estab -
lish a  classroom environment , assig n grades , an d ac t a s a  knowledge -
able resource . Bu t b y redefinin g m y subjec t positions , I  ca n d o al l 
these things with  m y students , not for them . 

Regardless o f ho w wel l o r muc h I  // redefine,, mysel f i n th e class -
room, I  still , i n larg e part , represen t th e "norm/ ' an d student s hav e 
been taugh t tha t when th e "norm" speaks , they shoul d si t up an d tak e 
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note. Eve n afte r week s o f nearly silen t participation , I  need onl y rais e 
my voic e o r adop t a  ster n demeano r an d m y littl e communitie s o f 
learners star t to wither, their budding sens e of empowerment seemin g 
to collaps e o n itself . Clearly , i n on e fifteen-wee k semester , I  canno t 
completely overcom e m y subjec t position . Eve n b y th e en d o f th e 
semester, th e majorit y rarel y challeng e m e directl y o r expor t thei r 
autonomous behavior t o other classes . The few instance s in which thi s 
has occurre d I  count amon g m y greates t successes . 

It ha s bee n m y perceptio n tha t student s questio n bu t d o no t chal -
lenge m y uniqu e (i n thei r experience ) subjec t positio n o f mal e wom -
en's studies teacher; they want t o know why , as a man, I  am intereste d 
in feminis m an d women' s studies , bu t the y hav e neve r challenge d 
that interes t o r m y professiona l expertise . M y wome n colleagues , o n 
the othe r hand , wh o teac h simila r course s i n th e women' s studie s 
department, d o not , i n general , g o unchallenge d b y man y o f thei r 
students, a t leas t th e mal e ones . Thei r pedagogie s ten d mor e towar d 
the over t us e o f authorit y i n th e classroom , whic h I  agre e ca n b e a n 
important strateg y fo r women . I n the sam e way tha t student s nee d t o 
learn tha t I  can be silent , they need t o learn tha t women ca n represen t 
authority. Bu t regardless o f pedagogical style , these colleagues, partic-
ularly th e younger ones , regularly experienc e resistance , not necessar -
ily to the material , but t o their se x and thei r rol e as teacher . 

This i s th e sourc e o f wha t I  se e a s a  paradox . I f student s ar e no t 
questioning m y position s an d ar e respondin g t o m e primaril y a s a 
man/teacher (rathe r tha n a  man/feminis t o r an y othe r subjec t posi -
tion), what the n ar e th e consequence s fo r m y pedagogy ? Obviously , I 
am i n a  somewha t uniqu e position . Shoul d I  use m y patriarcha l sub -
ject positio n t o furthe r m y feminis t agenda ? I f I  continu e t o wor k 
toward les s authority-base d relationship s wit h m y students , wil l I 
reach a  poin t wher e the y sto p takin g m e seriously ? This , I  feel , i s th e 
major issu e facin g me n i n women' s studies . O n th e on e hand , w e 
represent excellen t rol e model s fo r student s a s me n wh o respec t an d 
support feminis t agendas , but , o n th e other , we represen t th e patriar -
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chy an d everythin g ou r student s expec t o f it . Wher e i s th e balanc e 
between mal e silenc e and mal e authority ? 

Maintaining thi s balance i s a  ke y responsibilit y o f a  male women' s 
studies teacher . I  wonder , eve n whe n I  remai n verball y silent , wha t 
other message s I  a m sendin g wit h m y bod y language , m y manner -
isms, m y ver y presence—message s tha t m y student s ar e lon g prac -
ticed a t recognizing an d respondin g to . As Kampf an d Ohman n poin t 
out, a  ma n teachin g i n women' s studie s "wil l hav e t o b e sensitiv e 
about dominatin g class . He wil l have t o be ope n t o criticism... . He'l l 
have t o lear n whe n t o b e quie t an d whe n t o disappear . Thes e ar e al l 
lessons worth learning." 11 

Do I  succeed i f on e o f my student s come s t o believe tha t patriarch y 
must b e challenge d becaus e I  sa y i t should ? Obviousl y not . D o I 
succeed i f I  mak e mysel f s o innocuou s i n th e classroo m tha t m y 
students hav e n o respec t fo r m e a t all ? Again , obviousl y not . I  ca n 
maintain a  balanc e betwee n thes e extreme s onl y b y subvertin g m y 
position a s mal e authorit y figur e throug h th e us e o f feminis t peda -
gogy whil e assertin g m y positio n a s teacher , agai n usin g feminis t 
pedagogical strategies . I  cannot (an d shoul d not ) she d th e evaluativ e 
and mentorin g authorit y grante d m e b y m y rol e a s a  teacher . How -
ever, by deflectin g th e flo w o f powe r i n th e classroo m awa y fro m m e 
and bac k t o my student s s o tha t i t flows amon g al l o f u s i n a  more o r 
less egalitaria n manner , I  am abl e t o presen t mysel f a s a  teache r wh o 
respects m y students ' abilities , knowledge, an d experience s a s well a s 
their lac k thereof . Thi s mor e horizonta l powe r dynami c support s th e 
creation o f a  community o f learner s i n th e classroo m wh o vie w m e a s 
a mor e knowledgeabl e membe r wh o ca n b e looke d t o fo r guidanc e 
and leadershi p rathe r tha n a s th e authorit y figur e fro m who m th e 
setting an d interpretatio n o f rules ar e expected . 

To creat e suc h a  community , a  teache r need s t o understan d tha t 
students ar e activ e agent s i n thei r ow n learnin g processe s an d t o 
promote a n environmen t tha t support s thi s perceptio n amon g al l 
members. Thi s require s tha t th e teache r agre e no t t o exercis e al l o f 
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h e r / h i s p o w e r an d t o allo w th e s tudent s t o explor e an d exper imen t 

wi th thei r o w n sense s o f iden t i ty—thei r o w n subjec t posit ions . Ther e 

will a lway s b e a  certai n degre e o f indoctr inat io n tha t occur s i n a 

classroom, especiall y a  w o m e n ' s s tudie s classroom , b u t i f w e allo w 

s tudents t o contr ibut e t o th e process , the n w e ca n involv e the m i n 

their o w n learning . 
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13 
Teaching in  the  Multiracial Classroom: 

Reconsidering "Benito  Cereno n 

R O B E R T S . L E V I N E 

Available i n al l th e majo r anthologie s o f America n literature , Mel -
ville's novell a "Benit o Cereno" (1855 ) has emerge d a s one o f th e mos t 
widely rea d an d taugh t o f hi s works . I n larg e part , th e relativel y re -
cent popularit y o f th e tex t ha s t o d o wit h th e fac t tha t critic s hav e 
come t o recognize , ove r th e pas t thirt y year s o r so , tha t th e novell a 
powerfully an d problematicall y addresse s th e politic s o f slaver y an d 
race in antebellum America ; arguably , i t is the  pre-Civil Wa r antislav -
ery masterpiece . Wha t I  want t o d o her e i s discus s som e o f th e prob -
lems I  have encountere d i n teachin g th e novella , an d t o us e thi s dis -
cussion a s a  wa y o f addressin g th e debat e o n multiculturalis m an d 
the politic s o f identity . I t needs t o be emphasize d tha t virtuall y ever y 
attack o n multiculturalism, o r o n teacher s wh o supposedl y teac h "po -
litical correctness, " work s wit h synchroni c models . Thes e polemicist s 
have littl e t o sa y abou t ho w th e vas t majorit y o f colleg e professor s 
have wrestled , an d wil l continu e t o wrestle , wit h pedagogica l issue s 
over time . Thus Dines h D'Souza , th e best-known o f thes e polemicists , 
in hi s chapte r "Teachin g Rac e an d Gender " i n Illiberal  Education, sim -
ply call s attention , throug h th e us e o f anecdota l examples , t o wha t 
seem t o be particularl y egregiou s instance s o f misguide d teachin g b y 
a grou p o f unreflective , unselfconsciou s professors . (A n emphasi s o n 
the synchroni c i s eviden t a s wel l i n attack s o n multiculturalis m i n 
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Paul Berman' s Debating  P.C.,  Roge r Kimball' s Tenured  Radicals,  an d 
Richard Bernstein' s Dictatorship  of  Virtue.)  Al l D'Souza' s anecdote s 
(many o f which ar e lifted fro m th e Wall  Street  Journal) are draw n fro m 
a ver y shor t perio d o f time , an d al l presen t a  cartoonis h pictur e o f 
"representative" professor s who , presumabl y fo r th e res t o f thei r ca -
reers, have locke d themselve s int o a  militant 1960 s radical authoritar -
ianism, a  new for m o f McCarthyis m fro m th e Left. 1 

In thi s essa y I  wan t t o complicat e suc h a  perspectiv e throug h a 
diachronic accoun t o f on e professor' s teachin g practices , focusin g o n 
my shiftin g response s t o teaching (an d reading ) "Benit o Cereno" ove r 
a nearl y twenty-yea r period . B y locatin g m y discussio n o f multicul -
turalism i n th e specifi c contex t o f m y attempt s t o mak e sens e o f an d 
teach Melville' s novella , I  hop e t o provid e a  mor e concret e accoun t 
of th e implication s o f th e curricular , pedagogical , an d demographi c 
changes tha t th e academ y ha s witnesse d ove r th e pas t tw o decades . 
The sort s o f classroom negotiation s I  will be describing , though base d 
on m y persona l struggle s wit h a  recalcitran t tex t (an d students) , are , 
I believe, much mor e trul y representativ e o f ho w th e vas t majorit y o f 
the professoriat e operate s fro m da y t o day , fro m yea r t o year , tha n 
the crowd-pleasin g tale s dishe d u p b y th e monoculturalis t polemi -
cists. 

Not al l tha t lon g ago , a  mad , word-drunke n readin g an d rereadin g 
of Melville' s Moby-Dick  propelle d m e t o appl y t o graduat e schoo l 
with th e hop e o f teachin g Melville' s masterpiec e t o similarl y intoxi -
cated souls . But the Melvill e tex t tha t cam e t o obses s an d haun t me — 
as a  graduat e student , critic , and teacher—wa s th e more sparta n an d 
austere "Benit o Cereno. " Lookin g bac k no w o n thi s chang e i n energ -
ies and sympathies , I  can understand how , a s an undergraduate , Mel -
ville's novell a o f a  slav e revol t ha d ha d n o grea t impac t o n m y liter -
ary (o r political ) consciousness . I  had rea d th e novell a onl y once , a s 
a brie f an d exoti c excursio n awa y fro m th e mor e spectacula r novel s 
of Stendhal , Dickens , Tolstoy, and others , in an honors semina r calle d 



Teaching in the  Multiracial Classroom 

Colloquium o n th e History , Language , Literatur e an d Philosoph y o f 
the Nineteent h an d Twentiet h Centuries , taugh t b y tw o o f Columbi a 
University's ver y bes t literatur e professor s t o a  grou p o f twelv e stu -
dents wh o knew , with tha t specia l self-regar d o f th e "honors " under -
graduate, tha t w e wer e amon g Columbia' s bes t an d brightest . A s I 
recall th e thirty-and-some-odd-minut e segmen t o f th e clas s devote d 
to "Benito Cereno," before w e turne d t o the weightier matter s o f Con -
rad's Lord  Jim, slavery wa s barel y mentione d durin g th e discussion — 
a discussio n tha t was , a s always , boisterousl y propelle d b y a n unre -
strained imbibin g o f heart y burgundy . Instead , w e al l agreed—w e 
happy whit e male s who, abou t te n minute s int o our evenin g seminar , 
would pas s throug h th e gate s o f wha t Melvill e i n 185 5 calle d "th e 
paradise o f bachelors"—that i n "Benit o Cereno, " Melville , metaphys -
ical a s ever , wa s usin g blac k an d whit e symbolis m t o confron t th e 
reader wit h a  universa l truth : th e realit y o f evi l i n th e world . Certai n 
of ou r interpretation , a s w e wer e certai n o f al l ou r interpretation s 
that year , w e move d o n t o addres s Conrad' s universal/metaphysica l 
vision. The year wa s 1973 , more tha n thirt y year s afte r F . O. Matthies -
sen ha d offere d a  similarl y allegorica l interpretatio n o f "Benit o Cer -
eno" an d abou t te n year s afte r seriou s revisionis t wor k o n th e novell a 
had begun. 2 

It wasn' t unti l graduat e schoo l tha t I  bega n m y ow n revisionar y 
reconsideration o f th e novella , an d I  connect tha t reconsideratio n t o a 
very centra l discover y tha t I  mad e durin g m y graduat e year s ( a dis -
covery lot s o f graduat e student s raise d o n th e Ne w Criticis m an d 
various othe r formalism s wer e makin g a t tha t time) : the historicit y o f 
literary texts . Soo n afte r m y lat e 1970 s "fall " int o histor y cam e m y 
early 1980 s discover y o f th e historicity—o r th e cultura l embed -
dedness—of th e teachin g o f literature . Tha t discovery , o r secon d fall , 
generated a  serie s o f reconsideration s o f "Benit o Cereno " a s a  class -
room text—reconsideration s tha t continu e t o mak e teachin g "Benit o 
Cereno" on e o f th e mos t difficult , bu t i n man y way s on e o f th e mos t 
satisfying, thing s I  do a s a  professo r o f America n literature . 
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Like man y critic s o f "Benit o Cereno, " I  rea d Melville' s novell a a s 
an antislaver y narrativ e that , b y presentin g u s wit h th e limite d per -
ceptions o f a  se a captai n i n th e mids t o f a  slav e revolt , attempt s t o 
implicate it s readers i n the racis t worldview o f Delan o onl y t o expos e 
the mendacity , immorality , an d danger s o f tha t worldview . An d I' d 
go on e ste p furthe r t o sugges t tha t th e novella , throug h it s implicat -
ing narrativ e strategies , possesse s transhistorica l powe r a s a  wor k o f 
cultural criticis m i n th e wa y i t challenge s u s t o conside r ou r ow n 
implication i n dominan t mode s o f cultura l power. 3 Th e text' s abilit y 
to implicat e reader s i n Delano' s blindnes s an d thu s t o remin d u s o f 
our ow n analogou s form s o f complicitou s blindnes s i s wha t I  tr y t o 
get acros s i n th e classroo m (i n additio n t o th e novella' s mor e explici t 
antiracist an d antislaver y themes) . 

But i n ligh t o f recen t debate s o n multiculturalis m an d th e politic s 
of identity , w e migh t ask , "Wh o i s us? " Doe s suc h a  unifie d bod y o f 
readers exist ? Aren' t ther e risk s i n thi s sor t o f consensua l interpreta -
tion, particularly whe n applie d t o a  novella tha t seem s t o expos e Del -
ano's "consensus " readin g o f th e rebelliou s slave s a s a  for m o f cul -
tural blindness ? A s I'v e foun d mysel f teachin g th e novell a t o a n 
increasingly divers e studen t population , thes e larg e question s hav e 
necessarily complicate d m y teaching , an d understanding , o f Mel -
ville's text . 

When I  firs t taugh t th e novell a a t Stanfor d University , however , 
not man y "problems " aros e wit h m y particula r readin g o f "Benit o 
Cereno," a t leas t none tha t I  could see . My students , fo r th e mos t par t 
economically wel l off , an d al l white , wer e initiall y foole d b y th e tex t 
(most wer e unawar e tha t Delan o wa s i n th e mids t o f a  slav e revolt) , 
were the n surprise d b y th e revelatio n o f th e plot , an d the n wer e "ed -
ucated" b y th e ironie s newl y detecte d i n thei r rereadin g o f th e no -
vella. Goo d student s tha t the y were , the y readil y accepte d thei r in -
structor's transhistorica l readin g o f th e novella , which , i n th e lat e 
1970s, made th e very Pal o Alt o poin t tha t just a s Delano wa s blin d t o 
slavery's evi l an d th e blacks ' humanity , s o thes e elit e whit e liberal s 
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(and student s a t Stanfor d wer e mostl y libera l i n thos e days ) wer e 
blind t o the ways thei r happ y idyl l a t Stanfor d depende d o n th e exis -
tence o f th e blac k ghett o i n Eas t Pal o Alto , convenientl y ou t o f sigh t 
and min d o n th e othe r sid e o f Rout e 101 . It wa s jus t th e sor t o f feel -
good consciousness-raisin g abou t inequalit y tha t w e al l neede d be -
fore ou r lat e afternoo n swi m o r tenni s game . 

Things becam e les s eas y a t th e Universit y o f Maryland . Fo r one , 
there wer e no w Africa n America n student s i n m y classroom ; fo r an -
other, man y o f m y students , particularl y th e whit e students , wer e 
more ignoran t o f th e histor y o f slaver y tha n m y Stanfor d students ; 
and fo r anothe r yet , som e o f m y students , whit e an d black , wer e 
working-class peopl e wh o worke d twent y t o thirt y hour s a  wee k 
while takin g a  ful l loa d o f courses . What thi s meant i n practical term s 
was th e following : First , give n tha t Africa n America n reader s ha d 
entered int o th e equation , ther e wa s a  greate r variet y o f respons e i n 
the first-tim e reading s o f "Benit o Cereno " (black s mor e tha n white s 
were abl e t o detec t th e slaves 7 conspirac y earl y on) . Second , give n 
that man y o f th e whit e student s wer e les s subtl e reader s tha n m y 
Stanford students , the y showe d a  greate r willingnes s t o accep t Dela -
no's (an d th e narrator's ) racis t views , an d thu s I  face d greate r diffi -
culties i n convincin g student s o f Melville' s ironic , educative , an d im -
plicating purposes . Third , becaus e som e o f th e students , blac k an d 
white, could legitimatel y clai m t o be a t the lowe r en d o f th e socioeco -
nomic spectrum , I  was perhap s irresponsibl y self-righteou s i n tryin g 
to teach these student s abou t thei r implicatio n i n the dominan t powe r 
structure. Le t me no w b e mor e specifi c abou t thes e variou s problems , 
conflating fiv e year s o f problem s int o a  paragraph—on e tha t wil l 
suggest greate r disarra y tha n ther e actuall y wa s ( I think)—befor e I 
describe m y effort s t o addres s thes e problems . 

Generally, I  lik e t o teac h th e novell a ove r tw o classes , cuttin g of f 
the readin g an d discussio n jus t befor e tha t poin t i n th e novell a whe n 
Babo an d hi s fello w African s ar e explicitl y reveale d a s rebel s an d 
conspirators. I n thi s wa y I  ca n foregroun d interpretiv e issues : Wha t 
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is going o n aboar d th e San  Dominick?  T o what exten t shoul d w e trus t 
Delano's perceptions o f the blacks and Spanish ? Wha t ar e we t o mak e 
of th e narrator ? Becaus e we've no t ye t rea d t o the poin t o f revelation , 
nothing ca n reall y b e sai d abou t th e novell a wit h an y certainty . An d 
so mos t student s wil l confes s t o being relativel y confuse d abou t wh o 
is in power, o r abou t what' s goin g on , say, with Atufal' s ritua l refusa l 
of apology , or , mos t crucially , abou t th e rol e o f th e narrato r i n th e 
novella—an especiall y pivota l proble m i n tha t th e narrato r seem s 
regularly t o espouse racis t generalization s abou t blacks , telling us , fo r 
example, tha t they'r e natura l servants , perpetuall y happy , an d dog -
like. Interestingly , depressingly , whil e teachin g th e novell a a t Mary -
land I'v e ha d numerou s whit e student s voic e thei r agreement , durin g 
this firs t class , with th e basic teno r o f th e narrator' s racis t sentiments , 
and I'v e eve n ha d som e whit e student s eage r t o do n th e ca p o f "au -
thority" t o tel l u s abou t blacks ' relativ e happines s a s slaves . I  have t o 
confess tha t o n occasion , when confronte d wit h suc h remarks , I  solic-
ited th e response s o f th e Africa n America n student s wit h th e hope s 
that the y woul d counte r suc h ignorance , which, o f course , only mad e 
matters worse : no w th e blac k student s i n th e class , i n additio n t o 
trying t o lear n somethin g abou t America n literatur e an d ge t a  decen t 
grade, wer e charge d a s wel l wit h combatin g racis m amon g Mary -
land's undergraduates . Som e wer e willin g t o d o thi s wor k fo r me ; 
others, i n th e spiri t o f Babo , preferred t o adop t a n angr y silence . (Or , 
after class , i n m y office , woul d angril y as k wh y I  was teachin g suc h 
a racis t text , t o whic h I  coul d onl y feebl y respond , "Wai t unti l yo u 
finish readin g th e novell a befor e condemnin g m e an d Melville." ) 
What mad e thing s especiall y difficul t fo r th e Africa n America n stu -
dents, o f course , wa s tha t the y wer e a  decide d minorit y i n th e class -
room (usuall y tw o o r thre e student s i n a  class o f thirty) . Already self -
conscious abou t thei r minorit y status , they mus t hav e bee n paine d t o 
see tha t thei r suspicion s o f whit e ignoranc e of , an d eve n hostilit y to -
ward, black s wer e i n som e way s justified . An d i t mus t the n hav e 
been additionall y infuriatin g fo r the m t o return t o clas s on th e secon d 
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day, when w e coul d tal k more knowledgeabl y abou t Melville' s narra -
tive tactic s an d racia l politics , t o lear n fro m thei r Delano-lik e profes -
sor abou t thei r complicitou s blindnes s t o cultura l form s o f power . 

Arguably, though , I  wa s no t s o Delano-like , i n tha t I  di d hav e a 
sense tha t ther e wa s somethin g wron g wit h th e wa y I  wa s teachin g 
the novella . Particularl y troublin g t o m e wa s th e wa y I  wa s lettin g 
the novella , o r m y wa y o f teachin g it , reproduc e i n th e classroo m 
precisely th e kind s o f racia l division s tha t th e novell a wa s criticall y 
representing an d ( I quixoticall y continu e t o believe ) promptin g it s 
readers t o overcome. And s o in the lat e 1980s , in the hope o f defusin g 
the potentia l fo r racia l confrontatio n i n th e classroom , I  began t o re -
consider m y pedagogica l strategies . First , I  asked student s t o read th e 
novella i n it s entirety , wit h th e hop e tha t the y woul d se e o n thei r 
own tha t Melville' s seemingl y racis t narrator i s in fac t a n ironic narra -
tor wh o deviousl y present s Delano' s racis t perspectiv e a s "objective " 
truth i n orde r t o expos e it s limitations . T o som e exten t thi s wa s a 
helpful solution , thoug h fa r to o many students , il l equipped t o detec t 
irony, continue d t o buy int o th e narrator' s racism , and , mor e specifi -
cally, the authorit y o f th e proslaver y Spanis h deposition , which , afte r 
all, th e narrato r seemingl y present s a s th e ke y t o th e "tru e history " 
of wha t happene d aboar d th e San  Dominick. 4 S o I  trie d anothe r tack : 
Like th e Spanis h authoritie s wit h regar d t o Babo , I  silence d m y stu -
dents, choosing on e semeste r simpl y t o lecture o n the novella—to tel l 
them wha t i t wa s al l about , ho w i t implicate d them , ho w i t educate d 
them, an d s o o n i n a n exercis e o f th e wors t sor t o f imperialisti c 
reader-response criticism . 

Not surprisingly , problem s remained , fo r I  ha d no t ye t com e t o 
terms wit h th e fac t tha t centra l t o m y teachin g (an d reading ) o f th e 
novella wa s a n assumption , base d o n th e historica l fac t o f th e novel -
la's 185 5 publicatio n i n Putnam's,  tha t Melville' s reade r wa s (an d al -
ways woul d be ) a  complicitous , albei t educable , white . T o clin g t o 
this assumptio n whil e a t th e sam e tim e arguin g (a s I  did i n th e class -
room an d i n m y scholarship ) fo r th e transhistorica l powe r o f th e no -
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vella inevitabl y mean t tha t I  would hav e t o elid e th e politic s o f iden -
tity from a  tex t that , i n man y respects , i s about  the politic s o f identity . 
In short , m y wa y o f reading , dependen t o n comin g t o term s wit h 
"blindness" t o a  blac k conspirac y withou t comin g t o term s wit h 
blindness t o issue s o f racia l identity , helpe d perpetuat e th e ver y 
blindness tha t th e novell a seek s t o critiqu e an d expose . 

These thoughts , I  like t o think , wer e i n th e back o f m y min d whe n 
I participated , durin g th e summe r o f 1990 , i n a  Universit y o f Mary -
land facult y seminar , Th e Curriculu m Transformatio n Project : Think -
ing abou t Women . Taugh t b y Professo r Debora h Rosenfelt , chai r o f 
women's studies , t o approximatel y fiftee n facult y fro m differen t de -
partments throughou t th e university , th e semina r focuse d o n th e 
ways feminis t criticis m i n variou s disciplinar y field s coul d hel p u s 
reconceive ou r syllabi , ou r approac h t o material , ou r pedagogica l 
styles, an d ou r critica l writing. 5 Whil e I  wen t int o th e semina r wit h 
the intentio n o f readin g a s muc h a s I  could b y an d abou t nineteenth -
century America n wome n writers , I  foun d tha t "Benit o Cereno " re -
mained o n m y min d a s th e tex t I  most wante d t o lear n ho w t o teac h 
better. A s th e semina r proceeded , an d broadene d t o conside r relate d 
issues o f rac e an d class , I  became convince d tha t on e o f th e reason s 
"Benito Cereno " pose d suc h a  pedagogica l proble m i n m y course s 
was tha t i t was bearin g to o muc h weigh t a s a  "representative " text — 
which i s t o sa y tha t I  wa s usin g th e novell a no t onl y t o introduc e 
students t o Melvill e bu t als o t o represen t th e blac k experienc e unde r 
slavery. Leavin g asid e th e larg e questio n o f whethe r a  whit e write r 
can adequatel y represen t slaver y (lik e Frederic k Douglas s I  think sh e 
can),6 I  came t o realize durin g m y summe r i n the facult y semina r tha t 
my readin g lis t failed t o do justice t o Melville' s knowledg e of , indee d 
his indebtednes s to , Africa n America n representation s o f slavery . 
Whatever th e specifi c publishin g circumstance s o f "Benit o Cereno, " 
the novell a cam e int o bein g an d eventuall y circulate d i n a  comple x 
discursive fiel d o f antislaver y writing s b y white s an d black s alike , 
and inevitabl y woul d hav e bee n interprete d i n differen t way s b y dif -
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ferent readers . Indeed , i t coul d b e argue d tha t th e ver y multiplicit y 
of interpretation s th e novell a wa s capabl e o f generatin g wa s wha t 
made i t suc h a  powerfu l an d discomfitin g text . Som e o f tha t discom -
fiting power , I  sensed , coul d b e restore d throug h curricula r revisio n 
that brough t Africa n America n text s int o m y classroom . 

Now, I  don' t wan t t o portra y mysel f a s utterl y naive , i n th e sum -
mer o f 1990 , o n th e issu e o f cano n revision—lik e man y I  ha d rea d 
Paul Lauter' s essays , Jan e Tompkins , th e syllab i i n Reconstructing 

American Literature,  th e prospectu s o f The  Heath Anthology of  American 

Literature, amon g othe r things , and ove r th e year s I  had adde d t o m y 
reading list s writer s lik e Catharin e Sedgwick , Fann y Fern , an d o f 
course Frederic k Douglass. 7 Still , vis-a-vi s "Benit o Cereno, " muc h 
more, I  realized , coul d b e done : Fro m th e ne w Heath  Anthology  I 
could ad d Davi d Walker' s Appeal  to  the  Colored  Citizens of  the  World 

(1829) and Henr y Highlan d Garnet' s Address  to  the Slaves of the United 

States (1843)—two text s published prio r t o "Benit o Cereno," and text s 
that, mor e tha n Douglass' s Narrative,  advocat e violen t resistanc e t o 
slavery an d represen t blac k rag e a t enslavers . I  could als o ad d T . W . 
Higginson's accoun t o f th e Na t Turne r rebellio n (1861 ) i n orde r t o 
help student s se e tha t no t ever y whit e write r wa s paranoi d abou t 
black revolt ; an d I  coul d ad d selection s fro m Harrie t Wilson' s Our 

Nig (1859 ) an d Harrie t Jacobs' s Incidents  in  the  Life  of  a  Slave  Girl 

(1861), which , a t th e ver y least , woul d wor k t o undermin e Delano' s 
stereotypical idealizatio n o f blac k wome n slave s a s "unsophisti -
cated."8 An d s o i n th e fall  o f 199 0 I  added thes e text s t o m y readin g 
list, and I  sensed then , a s I  continue t o sense , a  marked improvemen t 
in my teachin g o f "Benit o Cereno. " Reading thes e text s in conjunctio n 
with "Benit o Cereno, " student s fin d i t muc h mor e difficul t t o accep t 
uncritically th e narrator' s paternalisti c dismissal s o f th e possibilit y o f 
black intelligenc e o r rage , an d the y hav e a  speedie r an d mor e genu -
inely sympatheti c responsivenes s t o Babo' s artfu l plottings . Arme d 
with thei r knowledg e o f blac k text s an d perspectives , student s ca n 
also mor e authoritativel y resis t o r questio n Melville' s representa -
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tional strategies , an d the y fee l mor e confiden t i n resistin g an d ques -
tioning m y ow n admittedl y libera l readin g o f th e text . N o longe r ca n 
white student s spea k s o knowingly o f th e "benign' ' natur e o f slavery ; 
and n o longe r mus t blac k student s fee l tha t th e burden i s o n the m t o 
rebut suc h ignorance . And o f course an added benefi t o f suc h curricu -
lar revisio n i s tha t thes e newl y adde d text s ar e interestin g i n an d o f 
themselves, an d hav e helpe d u s addres s differen t sort s o f issue s tha n 
those raise d by "Benit o Cereno" about th e practice an d representatio n 
of slaver y i n America . 

Convinced, therefore , tha t I  had mad e som e majo r stride s i n recon -
sidering m y teachin g o f "Benit o Cereno, " i n larg e par t becaus e o f m y 
work i n th e Curriculu m Transformatio n Project , I  was eage r t o spea k 
as par t o f a  panel o n Teachin g abou t Inequalit y tha t Professo r Rosen -
felt arrange d a t th e Universit y o f Maryland . I  coul d offe r a  gloriou s 
presentation, I  thought , o n ho w I  had com e t o "see " wha t ha d gon e 
wrong wit h m y teachin g o f "Benit o Cereno, " an d I  coul d talk , agai n 
quite gloriously , abou t ho w I  ha d skillfull y addresse d th e problem . 
However, a t ou r plannin g sessio n I  mad e a  startlin g discover y tha t 
reminded m e onc e agai n o f m y Delano-lik e perceptua l blindnesses : 
one o f th e tw o Africa n America n facult y wh o ha d participate d i n th e 
summer semina r confesse d a t thi s meetin g tha t sh e ha d com e ver y 
close to dropping ou t o f the seminar, i n part because o f her perceptio n 
of m y racia l insensitivity . Wha t ha d happene d t o generat e he r re -
sponse was this : a dean had visite d th e seminar t o talk abou t th e nee d 
for facult y t o develo p a  greate r sensitivit y t o multicultura l issue s i n 
the classroom . Sh e showe d u s a  shor t film , i n whic h a  ver y stupi d 
English professor , durin g a  clas s o n Uncle  Tom's  Cabin,  called o n hi s 
one blac k studen t t o as k wha t a n "Uncl e Tom " was . Th e poin t wa s 
obvious: th e professor , assumin g tha t al l black s woul d kno w suc h 
things, had single d out , an d thu s embarrassed , a  studen t wh o proba -
bly alread y fel t highl y uncomfortabl e wit h th e subjec t matter . A t th e 
end o f th e fil m I  launche d int o a  tirad e o n ho w exaggerate d suc h a 
depiction was , tha t ther e wa s n o on e o n ou r facult y tha t obtuse , an d 
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so on. What I  hadn't considere d a t the time was just how simila r wer e 
my ow n actions , when teachin g "Benit o Cereno, " of calling on the on e 
or tw o blac k student s i n m y clas s t o "refute " th e racis m o f th e whit e 
students, no r di d I  know tha t ove r th e pas t fiv e year s blac k student s 
had been complaining t o people outside the English departmen t abou t 
their perceptio n of , an d disma y at , racis t moment s i n Englis h classes . 
Significantly, thi s dean , agains t who m I  an d other s i n th e semina r 
had s o vociferousl y turned , ha d bee n th e onl y Africa n America n 
administrator t o visit our summer seminar . Of al l the visiting adminis -
trators, sh e ha d probabl y mad e th e mos t helpfu l presentation . Wha t 
the tw o Africa n America n participant s coul d see , therefore , i n way s 
that I  an d man y o f th e whit e participant s coul d not , wa s tha t ther e 
was a n ugl y racia l dynami c a t wor k i n ou r protestation s o f innocenc e 
and ou r subsequentl y mean-spirite d effort s t o demea n th e beare r o f 
bad news . The administrato r clearl y had hi t a  nerve, which we sough t 
to mute throug h intellectua l browbeating . Th e revelation , then , a t th e 
planning seminar , o f m y blindnes s t o suc h a  dynami c too k th e glitte r 
out o f m y propose d talk , thoug h i t convince d me , i f I  reall y neede d 
convincing, o f the continuing vitalit y o f "Benit o Cereno" as a  text tha t 
speaks to the difficult y o f seein g one' s way pas t suc h blindness . 

All o f whic h lead s m e t o som e fina l remark s o n "Benit o Cereno, " 
multiculturalism, an d th e politics of identity . While much o f what I'v e 
been describin g emerge s ou t o f my wrestlin g wit h th e complexitie s o f 
teaching "Benit o Cereno " i n a  multiracia l classroom , an d m y sens e 
that thi s sor t o f wrestlin g mus t continue , it' s difficult , a s a  teache r o f 
"Benito Cereno, " not t o have som e doubt s abou t multiculturalis m (o r 
"political correctness" ) a s a  pedagogica l agenda , particularl y whe n i t 
brings wit h i t th e smu g assurance s tha t I  brought int o ou r plannin g 
session. Afte r all , on e coul d argu e tha t Captai n Amas a Delan o him -
self—blind, naive , loathsome—i s a  kin d o f multiculturalist . A t th e 
island o f St . Mari a of f th e coas t o f Chil e i n 1799 , a  wonderfull y 
multicultural an d multiracia l setting , Delan o mus t mak e sens e o f 
Spanish, Catholics , and blacks , and h e proceeds t o do s o in ways that , 
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for hi s tim e (an d fo r Melville's) , coul d b e calle d intellectuall y ad -
vanced. Lik e man y Norther n advocate s o f th e virtue s o f "fre e labor/ ' 
he regard s th e Spanis h suspiciousl y a s a  slave power ; lik e thes e sam e 
"free labor " advocates , an d man y intelligen t Protestant s o f th e time , 
he regard s Roma n Catholicism , hierarchica l an d imperialistic , a s a 
vestige of the past.9 And lik e some of the seemingly more scientificall y 
advanced whit e thinker s o f th e mid-nineteent h century , h e ha s a 
"scientific" vie w o f racia l differences—henc e hi s belie f tha t th e mor e 
white bloo d a  slav e has , th e mor e rebelliou s h e o r sh e wil l become . 
Additionally, wit h hi s referenc e t o th e explore r Joh n Ledyard , w e 
learn tha t Delan o ha s bee n readin g th e ne w text s o f Africa n explora -
tion, mos t likel y Mung o Park' s 179 9 Travels  in  the  Interior  Districts  of 

Africa (whic h refer s t o Ledyard) , in a n effort , s o such a  1790 s "liberal " 
might declare , t o bette r understand , an d s o t o thin k wel l of , blac k 
people and thei r cultures. 10 Thus when Delano views the African slav e 
women wit h thei r children , h e think s o f the m fondly , i n term s o f th e 
"anthropological" an d "empirical " discourse s o f th e day , no t a s sub -
jects to be dominated , but a s models o f maternal devotion : "Unsophis -
ticated a s leopardesses ; lovin g a s doves . Ah ! . . . these , perhaps , ar e 
some o f the very women who m Ledyar d sa w in Africa, an d gav e suc h 
a noble accoun t of." 11 

Can we dra w analogie s between Delano' s smu g "multiculturalism " 
of the late eighteenth centur y an d th e multiculturalism, particularl y o f 
liberal whit e mal e professors , o f th e lat e twentiet h century ? Perhaps . 
For I  worry abou t ho w th e desir e t o be multicultura l occasionall y ca n 
tempt whit e professor s i n particula r t o adop t towar d thei r minorit y 
students a  colonizin g perspectiv e disturbingl y lik e Delano's— a per -
spective i n whic h w e fee l to o confiden t o f ou r knowledg e o f where , 
say, ou r Africa n America n student s ar e comin g fro m an d wha t the y 
want ou t o f ou r classes , too comfortable , i n short , tha t we "know " th e 
other an d thu s ca n teac h th e othe r i n predetermine d ways . Suc h 
confidence, I  think , i n whic h grou p identit y take s precedenc e ove r 
individual identity , wil l almos t alway s wor k agains t goo d teaching . 
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Yet i t ca n b e difficult , i n th e curren t politica l context , not  t o vie w 
individuals i n relation to a group identity . I  will cite one final persona l 
example. Las t year , i n a  course o n Melville , I  quickly too k not e o f th e 
fact tha t ther e wa s on e Africa n America n studen t i n th e class ; I  de -
cided tha t becaus e h e wa s th e onl y Africa n America n studen t h e 
must fee l margina l an d uncomfortable . When , i n discussin g Typee,  I 
suggested tha t Melville' s presentatio n o f th e Frenc h colonizatio n o f 
the Marquesa s Island s coul d b e rea d a s a n antislaver y allegory , I 
happily conclude d that , i n powerfu l ways , I  had mad e th e tex t rele -
vant fo r th e studen t mos t likel y ( I someho w ha d decided ) t o fin d i t 
irrelevant. Abou t halfwa y throug h th e class , thi s particula r studen t 
raised hi s han d an d demande d t o kno w wh y I  had / / ruined , , th e tex t 
for hi m b y offerin g suc h a  predictabl y "leftist " readin g o f suc h a n 
enjoyable an d escapis t work . Hi s comment , o f course , wa s welcom e 
and i t helpe d initiat e a  vigorou s discussio n o f Melville' s politic s i n 
Typee; but unbeknowns t t o my student s I  was thinking , mortified an d 
ashamed, "Benit o Cereno. " 

Bad identit y politic s o f thi s sor t ar e no t jus t somethin g tha t profes -
sors d o t o students . Whe n m y blac k student s woul d complai n t o m e 
about m y choic e o f teachin g wha t the y initiall y regarde d a s a  racis t 
text, I  could sense , amon g some , tha t wha t adde d t o thei r frustratio n 
was thei r belie f tha t i t i s ultimately th e cas e tha t whit e teacher s teac h 
white text s that reflec t a  "white" point o f view. When I  added Africa n 
American text s t o m y readin g list , I  sensed additionall y tha t som e o f 
my black student s associate d th e white-authored text s (an d character s 
like Delan o an d Cereno ) wit h m e an d th e black-authore d text s wit h 
themselves. Thi s wa s no t a n entirel y unhealth y development , fo r i t 
helped empowe r student s wh o migh t otherwis e hav e remaine d silen t 
and apathetic . Ye t assumption s abou t th e kinshi p among , say , whit e 
authors and whit e professors an d students , or black author s an d blac k 
professors an d students , are based o n reifie d notion s o f racia l identit y 
that pa y scan t attentio n t o th e varie d historica l experience s o f group s 
and individuals. 12 Recently , i n a n effor t t o personaliz e m y readin g o f 
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the text , an d t o encourag e m y blac k student s i n particula r no t t o lin k 
me historicall y wit h Melville' s whit e racists , Fve spoke n o f m y fami -
ly's nineteenth-centur y histor y a s victim s o f Russia n pogroms . M y 
autobiographical remark s wer e no t mean t t o equat e m y family' s his -
tory unde r anti-Semiti c rul e wit h th e famil y historie s o f Africa n 
Americans under slavery . But to float th e (admittedly ) fals e analog y i s 
to disrup t totalize d assumption s abou t th e persistence o f a  monolithi c 
whiteness fro m Melville' s tim e t o th e present , an d t o sugges t tha t 
there i s nothin g abou t m y whitenes s tha t ineluctabl y make s "Benit o 
Cereno" my  text . Whe n I  a m teachin g "Benit o Cereno, " a s whe n I' m 
teaching Stowe' s Uncle  Tom's  Cabin  o r Douglass' s Narrative,  I  a m 
teaching wha t I  a m not . Unles s w e begi n t o assig n onl y ou r ow n 
critical writings, literature professors wil l always be teaching wha t w e 
are not . Our job i s to teach the othe r (texts ) to the othe r (ou r students ) 
and i n doin g so , a s Michae l Berub e an d Car y Nelso n hav e recentl y 
(and bravely ) pointe d out , "w e canno t d o otherwis e tha n t o spea k fo r 
others."13 Thi s essa y o n reconsiderin g "Benit o Cereno " i s a n effor t t o 
show ho w on e professo r ha s attempte d t o d o jus t tha t withou t pre -
suming t o be the other . 

Had th e monoculturalis t polemicist s attended an y one  of my classe s 
on Melvill e ove r th e pas t te n years , the y surel y woul d hav e ha d n o 
problem i n pointing out , for thos e who tak e pleasure i n such things , a 
number o f intellectuall y limite d o r eve n ludicrou s moment s i n m y 
teaching. Becaus e the y ar e s o unwillin g t o gran t t o professor s wh o 
displease the m a  self-critica l an d evolvin g consciousnes s abou t thei r 
pedagogical practices , I  woul d imagin e tha t i n pointin g ou t thes e 
moments the y woul d hav e presumed , a s Kimbal l an d Bernstei n see m 
to presum e whe n describin g suc h moment s i n thei r books , tha t m y 
teaching methods simpl y reflec t th e unreflected-upon leftis t agend a o f 
a pitiabl e dup e o f curren t academi c fashion . Moreover , I  hav e n o 
doubt that , wer e monoculturalis t polemicist s t o stumbl e acros s thi s 
essay, the y woul d typ e i t a s just anothe r breast-beatin g confessio n o f 
guilt b y someon e ou t t o wi n hi s libera l spurs . Nevertheless , I  wil l 
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continue t o worry ove r th e misprision s an d groping s s o centra l t o m y 
pedagogical experiences , fo r I  remai n convince d tha t th e kind s o f 
issues, problems , an d question s I'v e bee n discussin g ar e enabled  b y 
multicultural an d multiracia l approache s t o literar y stud y an d peda -
gogical practice, and provid e teacher s an d student s wit h a  more capa -
cious knowledg e o f th e cultura l engagement s an d wor k o f literar y 
texts. ( I a m b y n o mean s callin g fo r a  retur n t o th e "certainties " o f 
my undergraduat e readin g experiences. ) A s lon g a s th e r e visionary 
multicultural projec t ca n hel p u s as k interestin g an d troublin g ques -
tions, an d ca n hel p u s b e awar e o f th e challenge s facin g u s whe n 
teaching differen t text s i n differen t classroo m settings , it' s a  projec t 
worth pursuin g an d takin g seriously . An d thoug h I' m no t ye t con -
vinced o f th e direc t causa l influenc e o f wha t w e d o i n th e classroo m 
on wha t goe s o n i n th e worl d outsid e th e classroom , i f multicultur -
alism can help u s make America int o a better nation where there' s les s 
inequality, les s domination, les s blindness, then s o much th e better . 

NOTES 

A somewha t differen t versio n o f thi s essay , "Teachin g i n th e Multicultura l 
Classroom: Reconsiderin g Melville' s 'Benit o Cereno/ " firs t appeare d i n 
MELUS 19 (spring 1994) : 111-20. My thanks to the editors fo r permissio n t o 
reprint. I first presented som e of the material in the essay at the 1991 meeting 
of the Modern Language Association in San Francisco. I am grateful t o Profes-
sor Deborah Rosenfel t fo r invitin g me to speak o n her pane l o n Curriculu m 
Transformation Project s and for her helpful comment s on the paper. 
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'Young Man, Tell  Our Stories of How 

We Made It Over":  Beyond the 
Politics of  Identity 

G A R Y L . L E M O N S 

To Be Black, Male, and Feminist: Teaching  What  I Am 

Speaking abou t th e powe r o f th e eroti c i n th e live s o f women , Audr e 
Lorde ha s said , 

As women, we have come to distrust tha t power which rises from ou r 
deepest an d nonrationa l knowledge . W e have bee n warne d agains t i t 
all ou r live s b y th e mal e world , whic h value s thi s dept h o f feelin g 
enough t o keep women aroun d i n order t o exercise i t in the service of 
men, but which fears this same depth too much to examine the possibili-
ties of it within themselves. (1984, 53-54) 

Reflecting o n th e fea r o f me n wh o resis t movemen t int o th e spac e o f 
"nonrational knowledge " an d th e dehumanizatio n o f wome n suc h 
fear exacts , I  have move d t o resis t th e powe r o f th e "mal e world. " I 
have move d t o transgres s boundarie s o f patriarchy , manhood , an d 
masculinity t o asser t a  liberator y pedagogica l practic e tha t affirms , 
honors, and respect s the mind , body, and soul . 

As a  blac k mal e professo r o f literatur e claimin g feminis m a s th e 
primary locatio n fro m whic h t o perfor m a  pedagogica l practic e i n 
resistance t o racism , sexism , classism , an d homophobia , I  construc t 
a for m o f identit y politic s tha t move s beyon d unitary , monolithic , 
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heterosexist, nationalist , an d essentialize d race/gende r boundarie s o f 
who I  am , shoul d be , ough t t o be , migh t be , ca n o r canno t b e i n 
the classroom . M y pedagog y i s roote d i n risk-taking ; i t merge s th e 
"personal" an d th e "political " t o produc e a n antiracist/feminis t ap -
proach t o teachin g literature . M y goa l i s fo r student s t o com e t o 
consciousness abou t th e interrelate d way s racis m an d sexis m affec t 
the gendered , racialized , classed , and sexualize d statu s o f thei r bodie s 
in whit e supremacist , capitalist , patriarcha l culture . Thi s essa y exam -
ines the methodological imperative s tha t define , determine , and guid e 
what I  represent a s a black male feminist approac h t o teaching Africa n 
American literar y texts . I pose fo r consideratio n th e notion tha t educa -
tion tha t compel s ou r student s t o critica l consciousnes s shoul d b e 
liberatory fo r student s a s well a s teachers . 

Articulating a  liberatory pedagogy ofte n mean s putting fort h teach -
ing strategie s tha t challeng e th e "safe " spac e o f professoria l authority , 
move us t o rethink ou r academi c trainin g a s "field experts, " and pres s 
us t o confron t th e multicultural , racial , sexual , an d ethni c identitie s 
of ou r students . Thes e teachin g strategie s compe l u s t o transgres s 
disciplinary boundaries, critical perspectives, and th e narrow ideolog y 
of identit y politic s tha t woul d hav e u s teac h onl y wha t w e "appear " 
to be. 

Teaching beyon d identit y politic s i n th e classroo m necessaril y im -
plies borde r crossing , transgressin g notion s o f fixe d categories , con -
structing transformativ e pedagogie s tha t resist , wor k agains t essen -
tializing representation . I n Teaching  to  Transgress:  Education  as  the 

Practice of Freedom, bell hook s maintain s tha t a  liberator y pedagog y i s 
freeing fo r studen t an d teacher , tha t educatio n shoul d b e abou t th e 
practice o f freedom wher e 

Progressive professor s workin g t o transfor m th e curriculu m s o tha t i t 
does not reflect biases or reinforce systems of domination are most often 
individuals willing to take risks that engaged pedagogy requires and to 
make their teaching practices sites of resistance. (1994, 21) 
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As a  professo r committe d t o educatio n a s a  liberator y experience , I 
interpret hook s t o mea n tha t narrow , shortsighted , essentialis t idea s 
of teachers teaching only what the y "are " inhibits the learning proces s 
and undermine s education' s humanizin g power . 

As a feminist professo r wh o i s by gender categorizatio n "male " an d 
by racia l classificatio n "black, " I  teac h undergraduat e an d graduat e 
courses rangin g fro m literatur e t o cultura l studie s i n whic h th e or -
ganizing perspectiv e i s situated withi n a  feminis t framework . Clearly , 
from a  standpoin t tha t represent s gender/rac e problematic s aroun d 
the ide a o f a  (black ) ma n teachin g feminism , considerin g th e popula r 
misconception tha t blac k me n ar e antifeminist , I  represen t a  positio n 
that goes against the gender /race scrip t regarding "me n in feminism. " 
Counter t o popula r cultura l an d blac k nationalis t beliefs , feminis m i s 
(1) no t fo r "wome n only, " (2 ) no t th e ideologica l propert y o f whit e 
middle-class women , an d (3 ) not man-hatin g o r emasculatory . 

Teaching student s ho w t o interrogat e an d criticall y oppos e th e 
capitalist, racist , sexis t exploitatio n o f wome n a s a  black/male/femi -
nist i s no t abou t "teachin g wha t I' m not, " but  about  teaching  what  I 

am—an advocat e o f a  feminis t movemen t i n whic h wome n and  men 

united acros s race , class , and sexua l preference struggl e t o en d sexua l 
oppression. A s a  black/male/feminis t professor , I  a m mos t incline d 
to thin k abou t persona l an d politica l intersections , particularl y abou t 
how t o theoriz e blac k men' s relatio n t o feminis m whil e workin g a 
critique o f patriarchy an d sexua l oppression . 

(Re)theorizing (Black)  Men in Feminism: Toward  a 
Transformative Pedagogical Practice 

Exploring pedagogica l formulation s I  have enacte d aroun d feminism , 
blackness, gender , an d sexuality , thi s essa y map s th e evolutio n o f m y 
feminist consciousnes s a s a  "risky " process , layin g bar e m y thought s 
on wha t I  choos e t o cal l th e conundrum s o f "black/male/feminis t 
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positionality." Thi s represent s a  standpoin t fraugh t wit h contradic -
tion, i n whic h th e notio n o f "feminis t men " teachin g i n th e academ y 
raises issue s o f mal e exploitation , appropriation , an d colonizatio n o f 
feminism. Ca n mal e feminis t positionalit y wor k a s a  radicall y trans -
gressive pedagogica l locatio n i n whic h me n teac h t o empowe r 
women and  men  t o criticall y oppos e sexis m an d patriarch y withou t 
replicating patriarcha l hegemon y i n women' s liberatio n struggle ? I n 
Men in  Feminism,  Stephe n Heat h addresse s thi s questio n i n hi s essa y 
"Male Feminism. " H e argue s tha t 

Men's relation to feminism i s an impossible one . This is not said sadl y 
nor angril y (thoug h sadnes s an d ange r ar e both know n an d commo n 
reactions) but politically . Men have a  necessary relatio n t o feminism — 
the poin t afte r al l i s tha t i t shoul d chang e the m too , tha t i t involve s 
learning new way s o f being women and  men against an d a s an en d t o 
the reality of women's oppression—and tha t relation is also necessarily 
one of a certain exclusion—the point after al l is that this is a matter fo r 
women, tha t i t i s thei r voice s an d action s tha t mus t determin e th e 
change an d redefinition . Thei r voice s and actions , not ours : no matte r 
how "sincere/' "sympathetic" or whatever, we are always also in a male 
position whic h bring s wit h i t al l th e implication s o f dominatio n an d 
appropriation, everything precisely that is being challenged, that has to 
be altered. (1987,1) 

Without question , feminist movemen t agains t patriarchal and sexis t 
domination mus t b e woman-directed ; wome n mus t necessaril y stan d 
in subjec t relatio n t o th e struggl e agains t sexua l oppression , o f whic h 
men ar e th e perpetrators . Whil e Heat h say s tha t me n canno t relat e t o 
feminism politically , he admit s tha t "me n have a  necessary relatio n t o 
feminism" becaus e the y ar e th e objec t o f transformation . Bot h me n 
and wome n (bu t me n especially ) mus t throug h feminis t liberatio n 
reconstruct way s o f knowin g an d relatin g t o eac h othe r unencum -
bered b y mal e supremacy . O n thi s poin t I  certainl y agree . However , 
the suggestio n tha t feminis t strategizin g t o en d sexis t oppressio n i s 
one o f "certai n [male ] exclusio n . . . a  matte r fo r women " brand s 
feminism a s a  separatis t ideolog y tha t subscribe s t o women only  think -
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ing. No t onl y i s thi s ide a sexist , i t promote s a  for m o f essentialis t 
thought tha t fail s t o hol d me n accountabl e towar d th e eradicatio n 
of sexua l domination . Wome n canno t en d sexis m withou t me n i n 
comradeship wit h the m i n feminis t movement . Callin g fo r th e inclu -
sion o f "me n i n feminism, " bel l hook s maintain s tha t th e struggl e 
against sexis t oppressio n wil l b e mos t successfull y fough t whe n me n 
undergo feminis t transformation , whe n the y ar e challenge d b y 
women t o understand tha t th e oppressio n o f women i s a  form o f self -
oppression: 

Women ca n n o longe r allo w feminis m t o b e anothe r aren a fo r th e 
continued expressio n o f antagonis m betwee n th e sexes . The tim e ha s 
come for women active in feminist movement to develop new strategies 
for including men in the struggle against sexism.... As long as [poor or 
working-class men are] attacking women and not sexism or capitalism, 
[they] help to maintain a system that allows [them] few, if any, benefits 
or privileges. [They are the] oppressor. [They are the] enemy to women. 
[They are] also an enemy to  [themselves]. [They are] also oppressed. (1984 , 69, 
italics added) 

Women ca n n o longe r affor d t o theoriz e me n o n th e margi n o f femi -
nism when women' s liberatio n i s a matter o f women's and  men's dail y 
political struggle . That women shoul d exclud e men fro m feminis m o n 
the basis of a fear tha t men will appropriate an d subsequentl y coloniz e 
feminism doe s no t stand . B y including me n i n feminism , wome n en d 
the stigm a o f feminis t movemen t a s a  separatis t enterpris e tha t alien -
ates me n an d reinforce s form s o f sexua l oppressio n feminist s see k t o 
eradicate. 

No on e ca n argu e agains t th e fac t tha t me n alread y /always stan d 
in problemati c relatio n t o feminism . Heat h suggest s tha t "men' s rela -
tion t o feminis m i s a n impossibl e one " becaus e mal e advocac y i s 
naturally investe d "i n a  mal e positio n whic h bring s wit h i t al l th e 
implications o f domination an d appropriation. " Actin g out patriarcha l 
benevolent desir e to protect women i n feminism fro m th e evils of me n 
who desir e nothing mor e tha n t o take i t over , Heath argue s a  positio n 
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that support s th e stanc e o f antifeminis t men , who refus e an y mov e t o 
(re)conceptualize manhoo d an d masculinit y beyond patriarchy . More -
over, hi s gender-exclusiv e "feminis m i s fo r wome n only " standpoin t 
undervalues th e potentia l impac t o f antisexis t me n engage d i n th e 
politics o f feminis t transformation . Me n mus t lear n ho w t o oppos e 
sexist practice , jus t a s wome n mus t b e educate d i n way s t o resis t it . 
Are either likely to do so outside th e challenge o f feminis t movement ? 

Counter t o th e implication s o f Heath' s assertions , wome n ar e no t 
born int o feminism. Neithe r ar e they naturally  predispose d t o feminis t 
thought an d practice . The y (lik e men ) ca n become  feminists. Feminis t 
thinking leadin g t o critica l oppositio n o f mal e dominatio n i s learned . 
And jus t a s men have learned t o practice sexis m as a  sign of manhoo d 
and masculinity , me n ca n unlear n mal e supremacis t thinking . Whe n 
feminist pedagogue s wh o ar e me n embrac e educatio n a s th e practic e 
of freedom , w e construc t radica l teachin g strategie s tha t enabl e th e 
development o f feminis t consciousnes s i n th e classroom . W e sho w 
male (an d female ) student s ho w t o formulat e feminis t critique s o f 
sexism (a s wel l a s racism , classism , heterosexism , an d homophobia) , 
participating i n a  liberator y spac e tha t promote s a n atmospher e o f 
transformation tha t engender s self-actualizatio n fo r student s a s wel l 
as professors . Whe n I  teach, student s com e t o kno w that—regardles s 
of the particular subjec t matter—m y pedagogica l strategie s ar e linke d 
to th e ide a o f educatio n a s a  holisti c practic e wher e mind , body , 
and spiri t com e togethe r t o projec t a  visio n o f socia l change . Self -
actualization a s a  key piec e i n th e feminis t positionalit y I  construct i n 
the classroo m mean s tha t feminis m enable s m e t o mov e radicall y 
against th e grai n o f patriarcha l manhoo d an d masculinit y t o effec t a n 
anti-male supremacis t stance . Thus , a s feminis t allie s o f wome n i n 
the liberatio n struggl e t o en d sexis m an d sexua l oppression , me n 
complement "thei r voices and actions " toward a  radical revisioning o f 
gender relation s beyon d al l form s o f domination , includin g hetero -
sexism. 
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Teaching Black Lesbian Subjectivity:  From  Homegirl s to 
Sister Outsider and  Back Again 

Teaching course s i n whic h feminis t thinkin g i s linke d t o a  liberator y 
pedagogy, I  hav e employe d text s i n m y syllab i mean t t o destabiliz e 
certain race , gender, an d sexua l construct s tha t sugges t tha t thes e cat -
egories i n an d o f themselve s exis t a s natural , nonproblemati c loca -
tions fo r th e formatio n o f identit y politics . I n m y pedagogica l prac -
tice, tw o blac k feminis t text s hav e becom e crucia l piece s towar d 
(de)mythologizing blac k sexuality ; the y hav e enable d m y attemp t t o 
displace essentialis t ideology , whic h suggest s tha t "tru e blackness " 
obtains onl y i n th e framewor k o f heterosexuality . Barbar a Smith' s 
Homegirls: A  Black  Feminist Anthology  an d Sister  Outsider:  Essays  and 

Speeches by Audre horde  not onl y challeng e heterosexis t notion s o f th e 
(black) feminine , the y pu t fort h critica l agenda s tha t promot e effort s 
to rethin k definition s o f womanhood . Moreover , fo r student s criti -
cally grapplin g wit h an d takin g apar t myth s an d stereotype s tha t ra -
cially an d sexuall y "other " blac k women , thes e text s ar e enablin g 
tools, empowerin g student s t o construc t seriou s feminis t critique s o f 
universalized womanhood . 

Calling fo r student s t o rethin k notion s o f womanhoo d ha s t o d o 
with m y desir e t o (de)cente r idea s o f th e feminin e investe d i n "cul t 
of tru e womanhood " ideology . Reconsiderin g th e feminin e (movin g 
against th e grai n o f whit e supremacis t historica l constructio n o f 
"woman"), I  sugges t t o the m tha t thei r stud y o f th e U.S . constructio n 
of femal e identit y necessitate s a  comple x analysi s o f th e interrelatio n 
of gender , race , class , an d sexuality . I  als o maintai n tha t a  radica l 
revisioning o f womanhoo d tha t i s truly liberator y fo r al l women (an d 
men) canno t tak e place withou t th e theoretica l an d critica l practic e o f 
black feminists . I f w e ar e t o develo p a  progressive analysi s o f gende r 
that resist s al l form s o f domination , i t i s crucia l tha t blac k wome n 
and wome n o f colo r theoriz e th e feminine . 
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For th e firs t tim e i n m y teachin g caree r a s a  colleg e professor , I 
determined t o plac e a t th e cente r o f a  cours e a n analysi s o f blac k 
lesbian subjectivity . Employin g i t a s a  critica l locatio n fro m whic h t o 
theorize abou t womanhood , femal e identity , an d sexuality , I  recentl y 
taught a n undergraduat e cours e calle d Redefinin g Womanhood : (Re) -
writing th e Blac k Femal e Self , organize d aroun d essays , poetry , an d 
short storie s i n Homegirls.  Seekin g t o demystif y th e black lesbia n sub -
ject i n literature , I  bega n th e cours e wit h Jewell e Gomez' s essa y " A 
Cultural Legac y Denie d an d Discovered : Blac k Lesbian s i n Fictio n 
by Women/ ' Reclaimin g th e invisibl e live s o f blac k lesbian s i n blac k 
women's fiction , Gome z provide d u s with a  literary history an d tradi -
tion fro m whic h t o begin theorizin g ne w notion s o f womanhood : 

The shadow o f repression has concealed th e Black Lesbian in literature 
in direc t proportio n t o he r invisibilit y i n America n society . . . . No t 
surprisingly, we are the least visible group not only in the fine arts, but 
also in popular media , where the message conveyed abou t the Lesbian 
of colo r i s tha t sh e doe s not eve n exist,  let alon e us e soap , drive cars , 
drink Coke, go on vacations, or do much of anything else. (1983,110) 

Employing th e blac k lesbia n literar y tex t t o engag e a  critiqu e o f het -
erosexist/racist idea s o f womanhood , I  foun d i n Sister  Outsider  th e 
ideological tool s t o construc t a  liberator y (re)readin g o f th e (black ) 
feminine. Neve r havin g taugh t a  lesbia n text , I  had t o resis t th e fea r 
that m y readin g an d representatio n o f i t pedagogicall y woul d appro -
priate o r exploi t th e discursiv e practic e o f blac k wome n fo r th e sak e 
of m y ow n "male-conceived " idea s o f ho w I  wante d t o destabiliz e 
female heterosexuality . Ye t I  knew tha t Audr e Lorde' s essa y "Use s o f 
the Erotic : Th e Eroti c a s Power " woul d offe r th e precis e theoretica l 
model t o read black lesbian fiction . 

In fact , "Use s o f th e Erotic, " a s a n essa y criticall y engage d i n 
clarifying th e personal/spiritual/politica l dimension s o f femal e 
power a s eroti c expression , work s i n paradigmati c relationshi p t o a n 
autobiographical shor t stor y Lord e compose d fo r Homegirls  entitle d 
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"Tar Beach. " Th e firs t piec e o f fictio n w e chos e t o rea d i n th e anthol -
ogy, i t represented a  space o f gende r an d sexua l freedo m i n whic h t o 
challenge traditiona l idea s o f th e feminin e whil e radicall y reformulat -
ing it . I f w e wer e goin g t o tak e o n th e projec t o f redefinin g woman -
hood (fro m th e perspectiv e o f th e blac k lesbia n writer) , i t require d a 
radical departure tha t would no t only bring my own race , gender, an d 
sexual identitie s unde r scrutiny , bu t woul d als o pus h th e wome n i n 
the course t o interrogate thei r ow n identit y locations . 

A story abou t the love and sexua l intimacy tha t evolve between th e 
narrator an d a  black woma n singe r name d Afreket e (who m w e com e 
to kno w a s "Kitty " a s th e narrativ e develops) , "Ta r Beach " illustrate s 
the powe r o f th e erotic . Linkin g it s themati c representatio n o f eroti -
cism t o Lorde' s "Use s o f th e Erotic, " I  pu t fort h a  critica l readin g 
of "Ta r Beach " t o displa y it s transgressiv e movemen t acros s sexua l 
boundaries aime d t o acknowledge , celebrate , and affir m th e sourc e o f 
women's power . Callin g fo r wome n t o rethink th e orde r o f thei r lives , 
Lorde define s an d reclaim s th e eroti c a s a  crucia l elemen t i n th e 
survival o f women : 

As women w e nee d t o examin e th e way s i n whic h ou r worl d ca n b e 
truly different . I  am speakin g here o f th e necessity fo r reassessin g th e 
quality o f al l the aspects of ou r live s and o f our work, and o f how w e 
move toward an d through them... . Whe n I  speak of the erotic, then, I 
speak o f i t a s a n assertio n o f th e lifeforc e o f women ; o f tha t creativ e 
energy empowered , th e knowledg e an d us e o f whic h w e ar e now re -
claiming i n ou r language , ou r history , ou r dancing , ou r loving , ou r 
work, our lives. (1984, 55) 

Situated i n th e Homegirls  sectio n title d "Blac k Lesbians : Wh o Wil l 
Fight fo r Ou r Live s bu t Us? " "Ta r Beach " narrativel y organize s 
around severa l themati c strand s tha t ancho r it s "use s o f th e erotic " i n 
a focu s o n th e language , history , dance , loving , work , an d live s o f 
black lesbians . Set in the New Yor k Cit y i n th e lat e 1950 s between th e 
Village an d Harlem , "Ta r Beach " autobiographicall y unfold s a 
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woman-identified cultura l landscap e wher e Lord e describes/repre -
sents/celebrates butch/femm e fashion , nature , goddes s myth , th e 
black femal e body , an d th e erotic , functionin g i n symbioti c relation -
ship convergin g i n "fluid " image s o f water , sea , tide , an d juices . 
Lorde's sensua l representatio n o f th e visual , audial , tactile , palatable , 
aromatic emerg e fro m a  location o f dee p feelin g withi n th e sel f wher e 
the sensua l come s togethe r wit h th e spiritua l an d political . Affirmin g 
their connection , Lorde maintains tha t 

The dichotomy  betwee n th e spiritua l an d th e politica l i s als o false , 
resulting from an incomplete attention to our erotic knowledge. For the 
bridge whic h connect s the m i s forme d b y th e erotic—th e sensual — 
those physical , emotional , and psychi c expression s o f wha t i s deepes t 
and stronges t and riches t within each of us , being shared: the passions 
of love, in its deepest meanings. (56) 

In "Ta r Beach, " narrativ e descriptio n o f lesbia n fashio n code s sig -
nals th e intens e interes t o f th e autho r i n projectin g a  "style " o f cloth -
ing, music, and bod y performanc e tha t enhance s a n aesthetic/sensua l 
appreciation fo r lesbia n space . Food eve n become s a  condui t throug h 
which th e eroti c i s signified , a s th e relationshi p betwee n th e narrato r 
and Afreket e evolve s an d deepens . The firs t powerfu l employmen t o f 
food a s substance o f developin g significanc e i n the narrative work s i n 
the contex t o f a  summer' s nigh t part y i n a  brick-faced Queen s home . 
"[T]he downstair s pine-panele d recreatio n roo m wa s aliv e an d puls -
ing wit h lou d music , goo d food , an d beautifu l Blac k wome n i n al l 
different combination s o f dress. " As the centerpiec e o f a  table delecta -
bly arrange d wit h a  variet y o f foods , Pe t (th e evening' s host ) ha d 
prepared 

a hug e platte r o f succulen t an d thinly  slice d roas t beef , se t int o a n 
underpan o f cracked ice. Upon the beige platter, each slice of rare meat 
had bee n lovingl y lai d ou t an d individuall y folde d u p int o a  vulva l 
pattern, wit h a  tiny da b o f mayonnais e a t th e crucia l apex . The pink -
brown folde d mea t aroun d th e pale cream-yello w do t forme d sugges -
tive sculptures tha t made a great hit with al l the women present. (146-
47) 

268 
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As i f i n preparatio n fo r th e eroti c entranc e o f Afreket e int o th e 
narrator's psychic , spiritual , emotional , an d physica l space , "Th e 
room's particula r mi x o f heat-smell s an d musi c [gave ] wa y i n [her ] 
mind t o th e high-cheeked , dar k youn g woma n wit h th e silk y voic e 
and appraisin g eyes " (147) . Afrekete act s a s the living embodimen t o f 
women's power . Lik e Shu g Aver y i n The  Color  Purple, sh e i s a  blue s 
woman. Possesse d wit h th e powe r o f song , sh e live s fully , trans -
gressing th e narro w boundarie s o f societa l mora l dictates . Lord e in -
fuses th e physicality , voice , an d eye s o f "Kitty " (a s sh e wishe d t o b e 
called) with symbolic/trophic stature . Rehearsing thei r initial meeting , 
Lorde represent s Afreket e i n etherea l an d earth y term s tha t registe r 
most resonantl y i n a  smell of familiarity : 

[She had] collarbone s tha t stoo d ou t lik e brown wing s fro m he r lon g 
neck.... He r hai r ha d bee n straightene d int o shor t feather y curl s .  . . 
[similar] t o my own . Kitty smelle d o f soa p an d Jea n Nate , and I  kept 
thinking sh e wa s bigge r tha n sh e actuall y was , becaus e ther e wa s a 
comfortable smel l about her that I always associated with large women. 
I caught another spic y herb-like odor , that I  later identified a s a combi-
nation o f coconu t oi l and Yardley' s lavende r hai r pomade . Her mout h 
was full, and her lipstick was dark and shiny. (147) 

Their relationshi p unfold s i n a  ritua l pla y o f music , dance , an d 
rhythm. Wit h th e musi c o f Rut h Brow n i n th e background , Afreket e 
introduces he r nam e t o Audr e "snappin g he r finger s i n tim e t o th e 
rhythm o f it. " And i t is Kitty's eyes—thei r "calml y eroti c gaze"—tha t 
prompts Audr e t o say , "Let' s dance. " Movin g togethe r i n a  "basi c 
slow bum p an d grin d . . .  th e crowde d .  . . floo r lef t u s jus t enoug h 
room t o hold eac h other frankly , arm s aroun d nec k an d waist , and th e 
slow intimat e musi c move d ou r bodie s muc h mor e tha n ou r feet " 
(146-48). 

From tha t poin t on , eve n thoug h tw o year s transpir e betwee n th e 
evening o f that danc e and th e next time they meet , the sensual dimen -
sion of "dance" re-enfolds th e rhythmic nature o f the couple's reunion . 
In the Page Three, a "gay-girl" bar frequented b y Audre, she and Kitt y 
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resume thei r dancing—thi s tim e to Frankie Lymon's "Goody , Goody " 
and calyps o music by Harry Belafonte . Bu t on this occasion, Kitty ask s 
Audre t o dance . Wher e Audre' s firs t descriptio n o f Afreket e onl y 
associated he r physica l statur e wit h "goddess-like " qualities , her sec -
ond accoun t explicitl y conjure s u p imager y connecte d t o Africa n an -
tiquity contraste d wit h th e moder n attir e wor n b y Kitty , cla d a s a 
contemporary "black " diva . "[H]e r chocolat e ski n an d deep , sculp -
tured mout h reminde d m e o f a  Beni n bronze . He r hai r wa s stil l 
straightened, bu t shorter , an d he r blac k Bermud a short s an d kne e 
socks matche d he r astonishingl y shin y blac k loafers . A  blac k turtle -
neck pullove r complete d he r slee k costume. " An d i n th e ritua l o f 
dance, th e imag e o f Afreket e take s o n a  muc h deepe r significance , 
meaning, an d emotiona l impac t upo n Audre' s life : 

Dancing wit h [Kitty ] thi s time , I  felt who  I was  and where my  body  was 
going, and that feeling was more  important  to  me than any lead or follow ... 
as Kitty and I touched our bodies together in dancing, I felt my carapace 
soften slowl y an d the n finall y melt , unti l I  fel t mysel f covere d i n a 
warm, almos t forgotten , sli p o f anticipation , tha t ebbe d an d flowed  a t 
each contact of our moving bodies. (149-50, italics added) 

Afrekete moves  t o nurtur e an d replenis h th e bod y an d sou l o f Audr e 
from thi s point o n unti l thei r fina l meetin g an d separation . 

As the couple journey towar d th e fulfillment o f a  summer romanc e 
in Harlem , Lord e construct s th e passio n o f sexua l intimac y i n th e 
sensual wher e smell , touch , sound , sight , an d tast e converg e i n a 
celebration o f eroti c sensation . Anticipatin g thei r firs t sexua l encoun -
ter together , Audr e register s a  religiosit y o f desir e i n religiou s terms . 
On th e wa y t o Kitty' s uptow n apartment , Audr e note s tha t "[t]h e 
smell o f [Afrekete's ] war m body , mixe d wit h th e smel l o f feather y 
cologne an d lavende r pomade , anointed  the car. " O n anothe r occasio n 
she observes tha t "[t]h e sound o f ou r bodies meeting i s the prayer of all 

strangers and  sisters."  Remarkin g o n Kitty' s maintenanc e o f plant s i n 
her apartment , Audr e trace s th e movemen t o f sunligh t "throug h th e 
mass o f gree n plant s tha t Afreket e tende d religiously."  I n a  moment o f 
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passionate intimacy , she observes hers an d Afrekete' s a s "sacred"  bod-
ies in the moonlight (150-57 , italics added) . 

Almost fro m th e beginnin g o f th e narrativ e t o it s denouement , th e 
lovers' interactio n expresse s itsel f i n a  "liquid " discourse . Repeatedl y 
images o f th e sea , ocean , water , fruit , an d natura l bod y fluid s ar e 
invoked. Linke d t o trope s tha t signif y th e feminin e a s sacred , Audr e 
and Afreket e spea k an d ac t through a  language bathed i n free-flowin g 
movement—against rigidit y towar d th e organic . I n keepin g wit h th e 
theme o f th e eroti c a s sacred , on e ma y sa y tha t liqui d substance s 
perform a  baptismal functio n i n th e narrative . Se a an d ocea n imager y 
occur an d reoccu r i n th e text : "He r lip s move d lik e sur f upo n th e 
water's edge" ; "dark bodies , sacred a s the ocea n a t high tide" ; "crick -
ets keeping time with the pounding o f a  tar-laden, treacherous, beauti-
ful sea. " Reflecting o n her firs t visi t t o Kitty's apartment , Audr e poeti -
cizes it s thirty-gallo n fis h aquariu m "tha t murmure d softly , lik e a 
quiet jewel , standin g o n it s wrought-iro n legs , glowin g an d mysteri -
ous . . . magical " (152-57) . 

Kitty's apartment , ful l o f gree n plants , i s a  worl d o f sigh t an d 
natural wonder fo r Audre . Her entrance into its erotic space is marke d 
by typographica l shift s i n th e tex t i n whic h fantasy , dreams , an d 
reality merge . Passage s writte n i n italic s represen t th e powe r o f th e 
erotic on the terrain of explicit sexual desire acted out . Audre imagine s 
Afrekete's bod y a s fertil e soi l i n which "m y fingertip s tingl[e ] t o pla y 
in he r earth. " Envisionin g he r a  (Wes t Indian ) goddes s o f fertility , a 
cultivator o f fruit , Lord e recalls , 

And I  remembe r Afrekete , wh o cam e ou t o f a  drea m t o m e alway s 
being hard an d rea l as the fire hair s along the underedge o f my navel . 
She brought me live things from the bush, and from he r farm se t out in 
cocyams an d cassava—thos e magica l frui t whic h Kitt y bough t i n th e 
West Indian markets along Lenox Avenue. (153, italics in original) 

But bot h wome n transfor m eac h other' s bodie s int o site s fo r fertil e 
cultivation vi a frui t fro m th e islands . Th e mos t sensuall y eroticize d 
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passages i n th e tex t poeticall y depic t th e centra l plac e exoti c frui t 
occupies i n their lovemaking . 

We bough t re d deliciou s pippins , th e siz e o f frenc h cashe w apples . 
There wer e gree n plantains , whic h w e half-peele d an d the n planted , 
fruit-deep, i n each other' s bodies until the petals of skin lay tendrils of 
broad green fire upon the curly darkness between our upspread thighs . 
There were ripe red finger bananas, stubby and sweet, with which I parted your 
lips gently,  to insert the peeled fruit into your grape-purple flower. (153-54 , 
italics in original) 

Lorde's sexuall y explici t representatio n o f th e powe r o f th e eroti c 
in the couple' s sexua l play works agains t a  reductionist/pornographi c 
reading o f th e text . Moreover , th e mor e th e coupl e mov e towar d 
sexual consummatio n o f thei r love , th e mor e natur e command s a 
crucial presence . Incorporatin g variou s frui t i n thei r lovemakin g rit -
ual, Audre an d Kitt y affir m a  "natural " interpla y betwee n natur e an d 
the body : " I held  you,  lay  between  your  brown  legs,  slowly  playing  my 

tongue through  your  familiar forests,  slowly  licking  and  swallowing  as  the 

deep undulations and  tidal  motions of  your strong  body  slowly mashed  ripe 

banana into a  beige cream that mixed  with  the  juices of  your electric  flesh" 

(154, italic s i n original) . Th e straightforwar d accoun t Lord e narrate s 
here attest s t o he r belie f an d celebratio n o f th e notio n i n "Use s o f th e 
Erotic" tha t sexua l expressio n tha t affirms , values , an d empower s it s 
subject allow s for a n uninhibited actin g ou t o f joyous sexua l pleasure : 

The erotic has often been misnamed by men and used agains t women . 
It has been made into the confused, th e trivial, the psychotic, the plasti-
cized sensation . Fo r thi s reason , we hav e ofte n turne d awa y fro m th e 
exploration an d consideratio n o f th e eroti c a s a  sourc e o f powe r an d 
information, confusin g i t with it s opposite, the pornographic. But por -
nography i s a direct denial  o f the power o f the erotic , for i t represent s 
the suppressio n o f tru e feeling . Pornograph y emphasize s sensatio n 
without feeling. (54) 

Just a s sea , ocean , an d tid e manifes t figurativel y t o defin e th e free -
flowing natur e o f th e couple' s relationship , s o natur e conspire s wit h 
the liqui d o f frui t an d bod y juice s t o infor m th e intensit y o f eroti c 



"Young Man,  Tell  Our  Stories  of  How We  Made  It  Over"  27 3 

pleasure, dream , desire . Sanctione d b y th e ligh t o f a  "Midsumme r 
Eve's Moon/ 7 Audr e an d Afreket e "mak[e ] moon , honor , lov e . . . 
reflected i n th e shin y mirror s o f ou r sweat-slipper y dar k bodies. " 
Audre responds , "an d I  fel t th e moon' s silve r ligh t mi x wit h th e we t 
of your tongu e o n my eyelids " (157) . 

The mos t performativ e illustratio n o f th e erotic' s creativ e powe r 
occurs whe n Audre , havin g mad e a n avocad o paste , transform s th e 
body o f Afreket e int o a  goddes s o f nature . "The  oil  and sweat  from our 

bodies kept  the  fruit liquid,  and  I  massaged  it  over  your  thighs  and  between 

your breasts  until  your  brownness  shone  like  a  light  through  a  veil  of  the 

palest green  avocado,  a  mantle  of  goddess pear  that  I  slowly  licked  from your 

skin" (155 , italics in original). Literally and figuratively , Audr e receive s 
nourishment fro m a  goddes s o f nature . A s goddess , Afreket e i s a 
teacher o f women . Audr e proclaims , "Afreket e taugh t m e roots , ne w 
definitions o f ou r women' s bodies—definition s fo r whic h I  had onl y 
been i n training t o learn before" (154) . 

The powe r o f th e eroti c i n th e live s o f thes e tw o wome n ha s 
resonance i n th e politica l a s wel l a s th e sexua l realm , an d i t i s it s 
power i n th e politica l tha t can , accordin g t o Lorde , empowe r al l 
women wit h th e capacit y t o effec t change . "Recognizin g th e powe r o f 
the eroti c withi n ou r live s ca n giv e u s th e energ y t o pursu e genuin e 
change withi n ou r world. " Sh e doe s no t exclud e me n fro m it s libera -
tory power , bu t sh e call s ou t men' s fea r o f "examining ] th e possibili -
ties of i t within themselves " a s a  location tha t perpetuate s thei r deval -
uation an d reductio n o f th e eroti c t o th e pornographic . Again , I  cit e 
her discussio n wher e sh e distinguishe s betwee n pornograph y an d 
eroticism t o focu s attentio n o n it s politica l dimension : "Ther e ar e 
frequent attempt s t o equat e pornograph y an d eroticism , two  diametri-

cally opposed uses of the sexual. Because o f these attempts , i t has becom e 
fashionable t o separat e th e spiritua l (psychi c an d emotional ) fro m th e 
political, t o se e the m a s contradictor y o r antithetical " (55-56,  italic s 
added). 

As a  tex t constructe d i n autobiographica l reflection , first-perso n 
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telling steer s th e narrativ e movemen t o f "Ta r Beach" ; th e voic e w e 
hear mos t ofte n i s Audre's , pointedl y recallin g conversation s wit h 
Afrekete: 

We talked sometimes about what i t meant to love women.... Onc e we 
talked abou t how Black women had been committed withou t choice to 
waging ou r campaign s i n the enemies 7 strongholds , too much and to o 
often, an d ho w ou r psychi c landscapes ha d bee n plundered an d wea -
ried by those repeated battles and campaigns. (154-55) 

And Afrekete , respondin g t o the experience o f black lesbians in politi -
cal struggl e o f wome n lovin g wome n tha t Audr e characterizes , testi -
fies t o its pain but als o the resilienc y born o f it : "And don' t I  have th e 
scars t o prov e i t . . . . Make s yo u toug h though , babe , i f yo u don' t g o 
under. An d that' s wha t I  like abou t you ; you'r e lik e me . We'r e bot h 
going to make i t because we'r e both to o tough an d craz y not to! " That 
the women ar e both "to o tough an d crazy " not t o survive signifie s th e 
notion o f livin g agains t th e grain , transgressin g th e boundarie s o f 
heterosexism, "do(ing ) tha t whic h i s femal e an d self-affirmin g i n th e 
face o f a  racist , patriarchal , an d anti-eroti c society " (59) . Audre, inter -
preting he r relationshi p t o Afreket e i n politica l terms , articulate s th e 
price "pai d fo r tha t toughness"—knowin g tha t livin g i n a  spac e o f 
black lesbia n subjectivit y necessaril y mean s continua l struggl e an d 
negotiation o f th e ide a "tha t sof t an d toug h ha d t o b e on e an d th e 
same fo r eithe r t o work a t all " (155). 

Reflecting o n th e breadth , depth , an d forc e o f th e lov e Audr e an d 
Afrekete shared , appropriatel y Lord e (a s author ) register s it s chemis -
try figurativel y i n a  trop e o n nature : "lik e element s eruptin g int o a n 
electric storm , exchangin g energy , sharin g charge. " Intertwine d i n a 
symbiotic relationship , th e lover s exis t i n a  kineti c inter(play ) amon g 
nature, music , an d dance , an d th e sexua l perform s a  ritua l out-work -
ing o f eroti c power . Acknowledgin g th e dept h o f th e relationship an d 
the deepl y fel t presenc e o f "Kitty " i n he r life , Audr e declare s a t th e 
core o f it s meaning , "[Afrekete's ] prin t remain s upo n [her ] lif e wit h 
the resonance an d powe r o f an emotiona l tattoo " (157-58) . 
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"Teaching (Myself)  to Transgress": Putting the  Theory of 
an Engaged Pedagogy into  Practice 

This section—partl y descriptive , analytical , an d theoretical—repre -
sents th e voice s o f semina r participant s i n th e Redefinin g Woman -
hood cours e speakin g abou t th e complexit y o f it s focu s o n femal e 
identity/sexuality i n black lesbia n literatur e complicate d b y th e inter -
vention o f mal e feminis m an d th e conteste d spac e o f identit y politic s 
in th e classroom . 

For me , teachin g Audr e Lorde' s "Ta r Beach " wa s a  liberator y pro -
cess, wher e I  le t g o o f th e fea r tha t bein g a  ma n coul d onl y mea n 
necessarily misrepresentin g th e author , he r text , an d it s meaning . 
Summoning u p courag e t o transgres s internalize d sexis t idea s tha t 
men hav e n o busines s teachin g o r writin g withi n a  feminis t con -
struct—whether abou t th e feminine , womanhood , o r women' s sexu -
ality—I sough t t o contest , undermine , an d subver t th e phalli c powe r 
men represen t b y puttin g m y insecuritie s abou t teachin g feminis m 
out fo r clas s discussion . A s m y student s learne d t o cros s border s i n 
Redefining Womanhood , s o I  cam e t o understan d th e powe r o f Au -
dre Lord e provokin g m e towar d redefinin g (black ) manhood . Blac k 
men mus t begi n interrogatin g ou r ow n sexualit y beyon d th e destruc -
tive powe r o f heterosexis m an d homophobia , whic h hav e dominate d 
and impaire d ou r visio n o f blac k liberatio n struggle . Commentin g o n 
the impac t o f Homegirls  o n her , on e woma n i n th e cours e remarked , 

Black feminist consciousnes s pushes your ow n boundaries an d provide s 
you wit h th e materia l necessar y t o pus h thos e o f others . Th e shor t 
stories in Homegirls forced m e to redefine m y conception o f womanhoo d 
by givin g m e greate r knowledg e an d a  bette r understandin g o f blac k 
lesbian identity . The y mad e m e realiz e tha t thoug h wel l intentione d i n 
my condemnatio n o f homophobia , m y ignoranc e ha d le d m e t o hol d 
beliefs tha t wer e jus t a s unenlightene d a s thos e o f th e peopl e who m I 
was opposing . I  wa s defendin g lesbia n identit y withou t knowin g ex -
actly wha t i t was . Befor e readin g . . . storie s b y blac k lesbians , my onl y 
contact wit h fictio n centerin g aroun d lesbia n subjectivity , writte n b y a 
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lesbian ha d bee n throug h . . . a  whit e lesbia n writer . I  no w fee l my 
personal /political views of lesbianism are more firmly grounded. I have 
works to refer to when discussing black lesbian identity and I no longer 
have to make uneducated assumptions . 

From m y perspectiv e a s a  blac k mal e professo r advocatin g femi -
nism, discoursin g o n an d teachin g th e black lesbia n tex t a t th e cente r 
of "redefinin g womanhood' ' represente d th e critica l an d pedagogica l 
risks I  hav e decidedl y take n t o construc t a n "engage d pedagogy " 
around a n anti-racist/sexist/heterosexis t standpoin t i n m y cours e 
repertoire. A t severa l point s i n a  cours e (th e firs t da y o f class , mid -
term, an d a t th e en d o f th e term) , I  wil l as k student s t o respon d i n 
writing t o th e syllabu s an d th e fac t tha t th e cours e i s being taugh t b y 
a blac k mal e professor . Wha t differenc e doe s i t mak e fo r a  ma n t o 
teach feminism t o a  group o f women and/o r me n o r both? What doe s 
it mea n fo r a  black  man t o teac h feminis m t o a  clas s i n whic h whit e 
women predominate ? 

Thinking abou t thes e question s an d identit y problematic s i n Rede -
fining Womanhood , I  had t o conside r wha t i t mean t fo r m e t o teac h 
feminism t o a  grou p o f wome n i n whic h ther e wer e divers e racial , 
sexual, an d clas s politics . Respondin g t o m y locatio n i n thi s mi x an d 
the identit y politic s informin g th e dynamic s o f thi s particula r class , 
one woman studen t fro m a  multiracial background wrote , 

The differen t racial , sexual , social , economic an d politica l identitie s of 
those i n th e semina r wer e highlighte d b y th e Blac k mal e professore d 
situation. [His] being a man meant that the class did not have a common 
gender identity . [His ] race mean t tha t som e o f u s coul d identif y wit h 
[him] on racial grounds, but most could not. The ties between the group 
were establishe d throug h a  commo n identificatio n wit h an d apprecia -
tion of black feminist though t and the common desire to redefine wom-
anhood. A t times I  forgot th e existence o f those tie s and fel t alienate d 
from th e class because of my own multinational an d multiracia l stand -
point. However , readin g th e works o f internationa l wome n prove d t o 
be what wa s necessary fo r m e t o become refocuse d o n the tie s withi n 
the grou p whil e a t th e sam e tim e takin g int o accoun t th e differences . 
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They helped me realize that it is possible for us to find unity through difference. 
(italics added) 

Early o n i n th e course , w e addresse d certai n pedagogica l issue s 
having t o d o wit h th e identit y o f th e professo r an d wha t happen s t o 
those teacher s wh o d o no t mirror/represen t wha t the y teach . Con -
testing th e rigidit y o f fixe d identitie s (whil e problematizin g th e ide a 
of men teachin g feminism) , o n the firs t da y o f class , I placed fron t an d 
center th e question , "Sinc e me n ar e no t women , shoul d w e teac h 
courses i n feminism? " A t th e sam e time , I  posed othe r relate d ques -
tions. Shoul d whit e professor s teac h black , Nativ e American , Asian , 
or Chicano/ a studies , fo r example ? Shoul d heterosexual s teac h ga y 
and/or lesbia n studies ? Openin g o n t o suc h comple x question s a s a 
means t o discussin g th e politic s o f identit y i n th e classroo m mean s 
taking risks , particularl y whe n th e teacher' s body/identit y stand s a t 
the center o f contestation . 

Throughout th e term (workin g fro m th e syllabus , which include d a 
reading lis t o f writing s b y blac k women/wome n o f colo r i n an d 
outside th e Unite d States) , I  encourage d wome n i n th e cours e t o 
develop a  broade r perspectiv e i n thei r clas s discussio n an d writin g 
that woul d challeng e essentialis t attitude s o f sexuality , gender , race , 
class, an d nation . A s state d earlier , th e seminar' s mai n objectiv e wa s 
the destabilizatio n o f thes e categories , promptin g eac h woma n t o 
rethink th e stabilit y o f he r ow n identit y formatio n withi n them . Mov -
ing from reductiv e thinkin g towar d a n acknowledgmen t o f difference , 
we attempte d t o confron t racist , sexist , classist , heterosexist , an d ho -
mophobic system s o f femal e oppressio n i n an d outsid e th e Unite d 
States—as wel l a s in the classroom itself . 

In Redefinin g Womanhoo d w e ofte n struggled , workin g throug h 
the polemics o f race in the classroom. Yet we battled t o resist flat,  one -
dimensional idea s o f th e feminin e tha t suggeste d tha t ther e mus t b e 
mirror correlatio n betwee n wha t on e represent s an d wha t on e "is " (as 
if th e su m tota l o f an y individua l coul d b e reduce d t o a  singl e iden -

277 " "



278 G A R Y L . L E M O N S 

tity). A t time s i t appeare d tha t th e difference s betwee n u s wer e to o 
great to overcome. At other times , we saw clearly the complex relatio n 
among race , class, gender, sexua l oppression , thoug h th e seminar wa s 
driven by the intensity o f some women's emotiona l investment i n wh o 
they represente d themselve s t o b e racially , sexually , an d ethnically . 
Pedagogically foregroundin g th e "differences " th e wome n repre -
sented i n th e seminar , however , I  aime d t o disrup t th e ide a tha t an y 
of us coul d clai m safety i n the identities we inhabited . 

Class discussion s between wome n o f colo r an d whit e wome n wer e 
complicated b y th e histor y o f racis m i n th e Unite d State s an d i n th e 
feminist movement . It s long-standin g effec t resonate s i n on e blac k 
woman's comment s o n the issue of race and who spok e o r chose  not t o 
speak i n class : 

The strateg y o f usin g silenc e t o gai n powe r o r contro l ha s bee n use d 
continually and consistently throughout this course for the "white femi-
nists" to gain power in terms of what has been discussed, what [would ] 
be discussed and what [was ] accomplished thi s semester.... I  (did) not 
feel i t [was ] my  responsibilit y t o engag e thes e whit e feminist s i n dia -
logue t o produce a  usefu l class . Everyday I  have t o push mysel f a s a 
woman o f color , poo r woman , blac k woman , oppressed , sometime s 
privileged woma n t o speak... . I  believe tha t th e majorit y o f student s 
used silence to counteract what they were learning. 

I too experienced feeling s o f "outsiderness " and silence . After I  shared 
this in class , one o f the women i n the semina r reflecte d o n it : 

[He] articulated [his ] initial fears relate d to being a black man teachin g 
a class on feminist theory . .. .  [I]t was important tha t [he ] brought [his ] 
problem to the table from da y one. It enabled us to discuss the issue as 
a class, and for me, the discussions helped me to problematize and dea l 
with m y ow n positio n a s a  white  female i n a  clas s o n blac k feminis t 
theory, (italics in original) 

Yet withi n th e domai n o f th e classroom , I  remai n consciou s o f th e 
potential pai n transgressiv e pedagog y ma y invok e i n student s whe n 
they ar e aske d t o unpack th e baggage aroun d th e identit y problemat -
ics they bring with them . 



Young Man,  Tell  Our Stories  of How We  Made It Over 279 

I remembe r distinctl y on e clas s sessio n o f th e Redefinin g Woman -
hood cours e when certai n of the women adamantl y voiced thei r oppo -
sition t o th e ide a o f me n a s feminist s an d m y feelin g o f havin g t o 
defend a  personal clai m t o feminis t positionality . Th e problematics o f 
my bein g a  ma n i n th e clas s an d issue s o f sexis m an d patriarch y ha d 
to d o wit h no t onl y m y physica l presenc e a s a  "blac k man " (wit h al l 
its myth s an d stereotype s i n tow ) bu t als o th e privileg e wit h whic h 
my mal e voic e resonated . Questionin g th e powe r o f m y voic e i n th e 
classroom, anothe r woma n studen t wrot e tha t 

As for the politic of this class being taught by an Afro-American teache r 
. . . I  do think i t went fairl y well . However, what I  have to stress again 
[as she had in her midterm evaluation] is the degree to which [he must] 
keep strugglin g wit h ho w muc h [he ] dominate[d ] clas s discussion . I t 
[points to] the need to interrogate the role [male] authority plays in the 
classroom. 

The sam e woma n followe d th e abov e statemen t wit h "ever y tim e 
someone raised thei r voice or disagreed wit h me . . . the y were turnin g 
into my Dad. " 

In ligh t o f th e ver y rea l "differences " genderin g th e seminar' s rac e 
politics, one pivotally important way I  determined t o undermine iden -
tity politic s o f gende r an d rac e ha d t o d o wit h th e wa y I  privilege d 
sexual differenc e aroun d blac k lesbia n subjectivity . Durin g th e firs t 
half o f th e semester , w e rea d th e groundbreakin g fiction , poetry , an d 
essays b y blac k lesbia n writer s i n Homegirls.  Assertin g blac k lesbia n 
subjectivity a s a  revolutionar y liberator y spac e i n whic h t o rethin k 
heterosexist/racist/classist attitude s abou t womanhood , I  privilege d 
this locatio n a s a  wa y fo r al l o f u s t o begi n a  reconsideratio n o f ou r 
own gender , race , and sexua l politics . 

In th e secon d hal f o f th e course , w e concentrate d o n writing s b y 
black women outsid e th e United State s in the "Thir d World, " Europe , 
and th e Caribbea n i n Theorizing  Black  Feminisms, edite d b y Stanli e M . 
James an d Aben a P . A . Busia , an d Daughters  of  Africa,  edite d b y 
Margaret Busby , texts that locate d themselve s i n a  diasporic represen -
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tation o f blac k women/wome n o f color . Man y o f th e essays , stories , 
poems, an d memoir s wer e b y biracia l an d multiracial/multiethni c 
women, al l i n politica l struggl e aroun d women' s movement . Dis -
cussing an d writin g abou t th e conteste d identitie s thes e perspective s 
represented, w e ha d begu n a  reconsideratio n o f th e way s ou r privi -
leged locatio n in the United State s had provide d u s onl y on e reality of 
women's live s globally . Readin g internationa l feminis t text s by blac k 
women/women o f color , w e gaine d insigh t int o th e comple x matri x 
of oppression tha t determine d thei r lives . 

Our understandin g too k o n a  muc h deepe r resonanc e whe n m y 
colleague M . Jacqu i Alexande r cam e t o clas s t o discus s on e o f he r 
essays I  ha d assigne d o n th e statu s o f wome n i n th e Caribbean . 
Having assigne d "No t Jus t (Any ) Body  Can B e a  Citizen : Th e Politic s 
of Law, Sexuality, and Postcolonialit y i n Trinidad an d Tobag o and th e 
Bahamas" for clas s discussion , I  knew tha t th e multilayered trajector y 
of it s analysi s woul d challeng e us . A s a  blac k lesbian , Caribbea n 
feminist, Alexande r offere d theoretica l an d critica l perspective s tha t 
situated th e reality  of her identitie s an d charge d th e seminar' s dynam -
ics i n a  wa y I  ha d no t witnesse d before . He r politica l an d scholarl y 
relationship t o th e se t o f imperative s aroun d whic h sh e write s coa -
lesced i n a  powerfully movin g way fo r th e women (an d myself ) i n th e 
class session tha t day . 

In Alexander's pedagogica l performance , author , text , and teachin g 
practice converged . I  observe d th e thoroug h wa y sh e guide d u s 
through th e text via chalkboard illustration , which made fo r a  compel -
ling displa y o f "holistic " teaching . Sh e engage d ou r minds , bodies , 
and spirit . Withou t diminishin g th e crucia l importanc e o f U.S . blac k 
women's critiqu e o f the simultaneit y o f oppressio n aroun d race , class, 
and gender , Alexande r strategicall y demonstrate d ho w th e interrela -
tion o f dominatio n worke d i n th e live s o f Caribbea n wome n a t th e 
intersection o f sexuality . Abou t th e impac t o f postcolonia l nation / 
state analysis , one woman ha d thi s to say : 
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One of the most interesting and intense readings we [did] this semester 
[was] M. Jacqui Alexander's piece . . . . Although I  was moved t o thin k 
about man y issue s brought t o ligh t i n thi s text , thi s piec e reall y chal -
lenged my way of thinking along the lines of state and government.. . 
[as] expression^] of ruling class interests . . . adjudicating ] o n behalf of 
the ruling class only . . . [that ] [t]he idea o f consensus is manufactured . 
. . . Thi s was interesting to me in that I had always thought these things 
myself, but  never  really had a name for it  or  could locate this way of  thinking 
in an established body of thought, (italic s added ) 

During tha t clas s session , observin g Jacqu i "actin g out " th e critica l 
imperatives o f he r tex t i n th e typicall y self-possesse d manne r I  hav e 
come t o associat e wit h he r teachin g style , I  experience d th e jo y o f 
learning fro m one' s comrade . 

And in  the End, Who Do I Think I Am Anyway? 
Restating, Reaffirming,  Re-imagining  Education as a 
Liberatory Practice 

As a  feminis t blac k man , ove r th e spa n o f m y teachin g career , I  hav e 
developed a  transgressive/risk-takin g pedagogy . I n th e process , I 
have traverse d th e boundarie s o f race , gender , an d sexuality—t o ef -
fect a n approac h t o teaching Africa n America n literatur e governe d b y 
an ongoin g commitmen t t o foregroundin g literar y representation s o f 
black women' s struggl e agains t se x an d rac e oppression , patriarchy , 
and misogyny . A t th e juncture o f race , gender , an d sexuality , I  hav e 
evolved feminist/antiracis t teachin g strategie s i n th e classroo m tha t 
clarify m y persona l an d politica l struggl e t o buil d bridge s acros s th e 
contested space s o f th e politic s o f identity , defyin g racial , sexual , 
class, and heterosexua l mythologie s o f black women an d me n towar d 
transformative idea s o f gende r an d sexua l relations . 

In th e contex t o f a n integrativ e mode l o f feminis t movement , m y 
collegial, pedagogical , an d scholarl y relationshi p t o Jacqu i Alexande r 
affirms th e cross-gende r comradeshi p bel l hooks speak s o f i n Feminist 
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Theory: From Margin  to  Center,  wher e wome n an d me n struggl e to -
gether i n feminis t solidarit y t o en d th e sexua l oppressio n o f women . 
Thus, I  teach th e narrative s o f blac k wome n persecuted , sexuall y as -
saulted, an d eve n kille d becaus e thei r live s d o no t fi t int o colonial , 
national, sexist , patriarchal , homophobic , unitary , and/o r stati c idea s 
of womanhood—believin g tha t thei r storie s (i n an d outsid e o f th e 
United States ) mus t b e rea d an d taugh t withou t censure . I  hea r th e 
voices o f thes e wome n tellin g m e tha t thei r storie s mus t b e told , tha t 
I cannot b e governe d b y th e dictate s o f th e politic s o f identity . 

We hav e arrive d a t a  momen t o f crucia l urgenc y i n th e academ y 
for thos e o f u s who educat e a s the practic e o f freedom . W e kno w tha t 
crossing border s ha s bee n a  questio n o f lif e an d death . I n th e storie s 
of black wome n /women o f color , th e voice s o f th e oppresse d tel l m e 
that I  have a  politica l obligatio n t o teac h abou t them—thei r struggle , 
the battle s the y wag e fo r liberation . Communicatin g thi s imperativ e 
to wome n represent s th e challeng e o f wha t I  cal l a  "border-crossing " 
pedagogy. Man y wome n i n th e Redefinin g Womanhoo d cours e cam e 
to understan d thi s a t th e en d o f th e term . Th e sam e whit e woma n 
student wh o wrot e th e commen t abov e furthe r stated , 

I wonder sometime s what I  [was] doing taking a  course on black femi -
nist theory . I  wonder I  [was] "culture surfing/ 7 I  doubt m y reasons fo r 
[having] engag[ed ] i n suc h a  dialogue . Bu t the n I  read a  tex t suc h a s 
Jacqui Alexander' s o r bel l hooks' , an d fin d mysel f thinking , "Yeah , 
right," o r "I' m s o glad I' m no t th e onl y on e who though t that, " o r " I 
didn't kno w that , but no w somethin g els e makes  sens e t o me," and I 
know it [was] a good choice. Black feminist theory is not all about black 
feminists. I f i t were , where woul d i t leav e Gar y [Lemons] , as a  black 
man? An d why , whe n I  can se e parallel s i n m y ow n experience s .  . . 
within m y ow n working-clas s whit e hometown , shouldn' t I  use thos e 
experiences t o buil d bridge s betwee n mysel f an d thos e wh o ar e like -
minded? Does one have to be a black woman to be engaged with black 
feminist theory? Hardly not. 

More than simpl y comin g up wit h "PC"-title d course s neatly cross -
referenced unde r th e rubric s o f black , gender , feminist , an d women' s 
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studies, I  work acros s academi c an d politica l locations , representing a 
complex pedagogical practice that seeks not only to dislodge essential -
ist/reductive idea s about black women, but als o to call out the patriar -
chal/sexist/homophobic colonizatio n o f blac k men , manhood , an d 
masculinity. M y ai m i s twofold : (1 ) t o invit e student s throug h th e 
study o f literatur e a s cultura l artifac t t o examin e th e univers e o f th e 
text a s on e wa y o f readin g th e "rear ' worl d tex t o f huma n relations , 
toward a  mor e jus t an d human e societ y wher e al l lif e i s valued , an d 
(2) to teach holistically, performing a  pedagogical practic e tha t honor s 
the integra l relationshi p amon g mind , body , an d spirit . Suc h a  stand -
point require s a  pedagogica l practic e locate d i n a  commitmen t t o 
radically revisioning the classroom, where teacher s and student s effec t 
border crossin g a s a  liberator y strateg y fo r learning . I n thi s trans -
formative space , a s bel l hook s ha s said , classroom s becom e "site s o f 
resistance"—sites o f intervention . 

NOTE 

This essa y ha s bee n deepl y enriche d b y th e insight s o f wome n student s i n 
Redefining Womanhood : (Re)writin g th e Blac k Femal e Self . I  woul d lik e t o 
thank personall y th e followin g wome n wh o share d i n thi s endeavor , Lea h 
Albrecht, Stac y Bowers , Isabell e Elisha , An n Fuller , Andre a Laramie , Clair e 
Mysko, Shoshana Oxman , Karen Ruiz-Cordell , Rache l Weiss, and Noell e Wil -
liams. Also I  would lik e to thank Jacqu i Alexander , whos e critica l perspectiv e 
on Audr e Lorde' s notion s o f th e eroti c affirme d an d deepene d m y ow n 
thinking regardin g it s power . 
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15 
Disciplines and  Their Discomforts: 

The Challenges of  Study 
and Service Abroad 

G E R A R D A C H I N G 

By the tim e Forrest  Gump receive d thirtee n Academ y Awar d nomina -
tions, a  discernibl e distinctio n ha d arise n betwee n a  "popular " ap -
preciation fo r th e movie' s charm , humor , an d patho s an d a  critiqu e 
that decrie d th e film' s oversimplificatio n an d parod y o f socia l unres t 
in th e sixties . What facilitate d thi s discrepanc y wa s a n innovativ e se -
ries o f specia l effect s tha t superimpose d To m Hanks' s characte r o n 
news footag e som e thirt y year s ol d an d allowe d hi m t o assum e a 
protagonism i n whic h hi s strategi c insertion s int o America n histor y 
produced a n ambivalen t mi x o f leftis t nostalgi a an d right-win g ridi -
cule. These superimposition s gav e th e fil m it s controversia l edge . Yet , 
as h e move d almos t effortlessl y agains t th e grai n o f thes e tempora l 
and politica l disjuncture s a s th e simpleton/her o wh o succeede d b y 
carrying ou t ever y orde r t o a  T  and keepin g al l hi s promises , I  coul d 
not help bu t wonde r abou t Forres t Gump' s notio n o f his ow n identit y 
and politics . Gum p claime d tha t h e wa s no t a  brigh t man , bu t i n th e 
context o f th e film' s condense d interpretatio n o f U.S . history a s wel l 
as i n th e curren t hostilit y towar d Washington , hi s briefl y state d self -
affirmation wa s brillian t becaus e o f it s implici t criticis m o f today' s 
political climate . I  was struc k b y th e logi c an d resonance s o f Forres t 
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Gump's retor t t o anyon e wh o questione d hi s intelligence : "Stupi d i s 
as stupi d does! " 

Gump's adag e doe s no t affir m o r den y hi s intelligence . Possessin g 
no eviden t subjec t o r object , hi s statemen t i s neithe r self-referentia l 
nor accusatory . A s i n th e bes t o f maxims , hi s word s comfortabl y 
bridge th e particula r an d th e universal . A t th e sam e time , i t i s thi s 
claim t o universalit y tha t Gum p employ s t o avoi d answerin g con -
frontational question s abou t hi s intelligence . Thi s strateg y permit s 
him t o forg o th e articulatio n o f a n identit y or , a t least , t o defe r nam -
ing himsel f unti l hi s action s ca n name him . I n short , wha t I  find mos t 
provocative abou t Forres t Gump' s retor t i s not onl y th e way i t create s 
a mutuall y constitutiv e relationshi p betwee n identit y an d credibilit y 
but th e fac t tha t th e context s o f hi s respons e caus e th e semanti c an d 
ideological weigh t o f th e affirmatio n t o fal l o n th e sid e o f actio n and , 
by implication , activit y an d activism : on e i s stupi d only  insofar  as one 

acts stupidly. A t th e en d o f th e day , action s spea k loude r tha n words . 
And if , a s Gum p woul d hav e it , identit y i s commensurat e wit h ac -
tions, the n strategie s becom e th e mean s b y whic h on e consciousl y 
creates tha t identity . In The  Practice of Everyday Life,  Michel d e Certea u 
argues tha t "[a ] strateg y assume s a  plac e tha t ca n b e circumscribe d 
as proper  (propre)  and thu s serv e a s th e basi s fo r generatin g relation s 
with a n exterio r distinc t fro m i t (competitors , adversaries , 'clienteles, ' 
'targets,' o r 'objects ' o f research) " (xix) . De Certeau' s definitio n posit s 
strategies a s diversel y situate d competitiv e practices . Gump , how -
ever, undercut s an y suc h notio n o f a  differentiate d "exterior " b y 
shifting nonchalantl y betwee n th e "conservative " an d "liberal " camp s 
of th e cultura l politic s o f th e 1960s . I n thi s light , Gump' s apparen t 
ingenuousness i s not jus t a  humorous tak e o n recen t U.S . history, bu t 
an ingeniously ambivalen t strateg y tha t reconfigures , fo r instance , th e 
media's coverag e o f th e desegregatio n o f educatio n i n th e South . 

As Gump assume s th e rol e o f the simpleto n wh o deftl y weave s hi s 
protagonism int o particula r historica l episodes , hi s fatuit y appears  to 

function a s a  disclaime r agains t politicization . Gump , w e ar e le d t o 
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believe, is such a  simpleton tha t h e coul d no t possibl y posses s a  polit -
ical consciousness. Bu t because hi s interventions recontextualiz e thes e 
episodes i n overtl y contradictor y ways , his foolishnes s frames , a t firs t 
glance, a  serie s o f narrativ e attempt s t o revisi t recen t moment s i n 
American histor y whe n physica l confrontation s a t home reveale d an d 
hardened th e line s tha t separate d politica l camps . Th e strategi c am -
bivalence o f Gump' s ingenuousnes s i s especiall y evident , however , 
when h e find s himsel f i n th e middl e o f th e confrontatio n betwee n 
Governor Wallac e an d th e Nationa l Guar d tha t Presiden t Kenned y 
had mobilize d t o escor t a  grou p o f blac k student s throug h th e door s 
of the University o f Alabama. I n this episode, Gump shuttle s betwee n 
the polarized stance s tha t infor m th e conflic t b y (mis)takin g th e racis t 
slur "coon " (nigger ) t o mean "raccoon " o n th e on e hand an d runnin g 
after on e o f th e black student s t o giv e her th e book tha t sh e dropped , 
on th e other . Hi s intervention , therefore , i s no t merel y evocativ e o r 
nostalgic fo r thos e who adhere(d ) t o thei r respectiv e side s o f thi s con -
frontation, bu t als o highl y provocativ e i n ligh t o f today' s debate s o n 
affirmative actio n an d equa l opportunit y programs . A t th e clos e o f 
this scene , Gump's double-edge d strateg y lose s it s duplicit y whe n h e 
follows th e blac k student s int o th e building . Alread y enrolle d i n tha t 
university, Gum p simpl y walk s throug h th e doo r t o ente r a n institu -
tion wher e hi s enigmati c presenc e a s th e "loca l idiot " wh o make s i t 
to college never become s a n issue . The conflatio n o f hi s stupidit y an d 
admissibility end s u p mockin g th e endeavor s o f th e blac k student s 
who riske d thei r live s t o secur e a n education . 

Identity an d credibilit y ar e als o considere d mutuall y constitutiv e 
in academia . Hence , I  woul d lik e t o brin g m y reflection s abov e t o 
bear o n th e perceptio n tha t identit y issue s ar e politicizin g today' s 
scholarship, or , mor e precisely , tha t ethnic , sexual , an d cultura l per -
suasions hav e becom e marker s agains t whic h credibilit y i n certai n 
academic discipline s i s being measured . Th e suppositio n her e i s tha t 
who w e ar e determine s wha t and , i n particular , ho w wel l w e do . M y 
goal is to illustrate tha t thi s identity-based definitio n o f credibility ca n 
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be misleading an d essentialis t i n a  debilitating an d counterproductiv e 
manner fo r scholarshi p an d tha t ther e ar e meaningfu l albei t uncom -
fortable way s t o g o throug h an d beyon d th e territoria l stand-off s tha t 
this kin d o f definitio n produces . Th e firs t sectio n o f thi s essa y theo -
rizes "credibility " a s a n are a an d rang e o f competitiv e practice s o r 
strategies i n whic h th e polit e o r unspoke n refusa l t o tak e a  sid e i n 
debates withi n one' s ow n fiel d amount s t o a  tangibl e politica l stance . 
The secon d supplement s th e firs t b y helpin g t o assuag e th e discom -
forts o f thos e who are  interested i n enterin g unfamilia r area s o f schol -
arship an d b y showin g ho w professor s an d student s ca n evaluat e an d 
profit fro m thes e discomfort s i n ne w learnin g environments . Un -
doubtedly, th e professor' s syllabu s facilitate s mode s an d degree s o f 
access t o knowledge . Bu t th e students ' preparation , motivation , an d 
uncertainties als o provid e the m wit h thei r ow n agencies . I n thi s sec -
ond section , I  describ e a  stud y an d servic e progra m tha t seve n stu -
dents an d I  helped launc h i n (Puerto ) Limon , Cost a Rica , in th e sum -
mer o f 1994 . Since we wer e al l new t o the area , contention s abou t ou r 
status an d responsibilitie s i n th e communit y a s well a s ou r ow n trou -
bled self-appraisal s emerge d an d coincide d i n illuminatin g ways . I 
am intereste d i n interrogatin g wha t thes e interna l an d externa l pres -
sures revea l abou t th e negotiated relation s between identit y an d cred -
ibility. 

In thi s essay , I  emplo y th e term s "identity " an d "credibility " con -
jointly i n orde r t o elucidat e th e politic s o f facilitatin g o r forestallin g 
access t o knowledge . I  d o s o t o imagin e a  scholarl y activis m tha t 
would no t fall  int o th e tra p o f classifyin g "new " scholarshi p an d aca -
demic discipline s accordin g t o essentialis t criteria . I t i s necessar y t o 
explode th e widel y disseminate d myt h tha t th e minorit y scholar , fo r 
example, no t onl y i s a  purveyo r o f differenc e bu t als o represent s it s 
most competen t spokesperson . Suc h a  purvie w fail s t o accoun t fo r 
the fac t tha t no t al l minorit y scholar s ar e intereste d i n investigatin g 
"minority issues. " This kind o f institutiona l discriminatio n i s harmfu l 
because i t exert s pressure s o n thes e scholar s t o "produce " gendered , 
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racialized, o r orientalize d discourse s tha t ar e locke d int o embattle d 
positions withi n academia . Thi s strategi c segregatio n directl y im -
pinges o n th e minorit y scholar' s righ t t o academi c freedom . Fo r Aija z 
Ahmad, th e tas k o f th e "practitione r o f academi c radicalism " toda y i s 
equally formidabl e becaus e h e o r sh e occupie s "s o beleaguere d a 
space tha t an y critica l engagemen t wit h th e limitations  o f one' s ow n 
intellectual an d politica l formatio n become s difficult " (65 , emphasi s 
added). M y interes t i n couplin g "identity " an d "credibility " i s als o 
motivated b y a  desir e t o stee r clea r o f th e tra p a t th e othe r en d o f th e 
essentialist paradigm : th e tendenc y o n th e par t o f som e poststructur -
alists t o valoriz e bot h side s o f a n argumen t fo r th e sak e o f a  suppos -
edly objectiv e lucidity . Herei n lie s th e ingeniou s activis m tha t Gum p 
practiced. Thi s coupling , therefore , i s m y wa y o f insistin g tha t pro -
viding ourselve s an d ou r student s wit h credibilit y o r acces s to knowl -
edge occur s i n context s tha t ar e alway s alread y politicize d an d tha t 
our intervention s ther e ar e determine d b y th e limitation s tha t w e 
and/or other s plac e o n ou r engagements . 

However, befor e I  examin e th e pla y betwee n identit y politic s an d 
the creatio n o f professiona l an d institutiona l border s fo r "new " epis -
temologies, I  should explai n wh y i t i s necessary t o recogniz e tha t th e 
identity/credibility "problem " i s t o a  certai n degre e a  perceive d one . 
It i s usefu l t o kee p th e wor d "perception " i n min d fo r tw o reasons . 
The firs t i s historica l an d methodological : ther e stil l exist s i n som e 
quarters o f academi a th e fals e assumptio n tha t ethnicity , fo r example , 
is th e sol e interes t o f ethni c an d are a studie s an d tha t thi s concep t 
played a  les s politica l rol e i n "traditional " Europea n an d America n 
literatures an d criticism . "Ethnicity " i s no w mor e consciousl y in -
voked t o help illuminat e literar y texts . Bu t i t doe s no t requir e a  grea t 
stretch o f th e imaginatio n t o se e tha t i n th e nineteent h century , fo r 
instance, certai n conceptualization s o f whitenes s constitute d th e un -
marked subjectivit y i n thi s country' s Manifes t Destiny , o r i n Ernes t 
Renan's "Wha t i s a  Nation? " ( a speec h h e delivere d a t th e Sorbonn e 
in 1882) , and i n literature s als o informe d b y suc h notion s o f commu -
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nity, nationhood , an d citizenship . Suc h a n assessment , o f course , i s 
mostly availabl e throug h critica l hindsight . Nevertheless , tha t i t i s 
possible t o argu e toda y tha t ethnicit y i s no t th e domai n o f colore d 
people onl y attest s to the succes s and challenge s o f a  powerful combi -
nation o f traditiona l exegese s an d deconstructiv e practice s tha t liter -
ary critic s i n gender , ethnic , an d postcolonia l studie s ha d begu n ex -
ploring widel y i n th e lat e 1980s . Thei r researc h o n th e formatio n o f 
"peripheral" identitie s consistentl y interrogate d th e structure s tha t 
produce marginalization , an d i t is this engagement wit h th e "centers " 
of powe r tha t offer s fres h (bu t no t necessaril y new ) opportunitie s fo r 
scholarship. Th e secon d reaso n fo r notin g th e "perception " tha t iden -
tity issue s ar e politicizin g scholarshi p i s rhetorica l an d thu s ope n t o 
further debate . T o a  larg e extent , th e accusatio n i s a  distorte d wa y o f 
acknowledging tha t rea l change s ar e takin g plac e i n th e academi c 
interests o f thos e student s wh o wan t t o keep abreas t o f th e globaliza -
tion o f culture s an d who , consequently , reques t an d sometime s de -
mand th e inclusio n o f nontraditiona l epistemologie s i n th e universi -
ty's course offerings . Th e distortion ofte n occur s when thes e demand s 
get refracte d throug h variou s level s o f administrativ e fundin g an d 
hiring practices . 

Credentials and Credibility 

My interes t i n identity/credibilit y distinction s emerge s no t fro m th e 
imposition o f essentialism s b y eithe r sid e o f th e debat e bu t fro m th e 
unspoken o r sometime s polite , professiona l refusa l t o cros s disciplin -
ary lines . Examinin g ho w th e ide a o f theor y a s conversatio n some -
times passe s itsel f of f a s Bakhtinia n dialogism , Ahma d associate s 
such "politeness , accommodatio n an d clubb y gentlemanliness " wit h 
"a peculiarl y America n kin d o f pluralism " (70) . How ofte n hav e w e 
uttered o r heard , fo r instance , " I don' t d o feminism " or , with respec t 
to othe r curren t critica l approaches , "tha t i s no t m y field" ? Ther e i s 
no denyin g tha t ou r academi c freedo m give s u s th e righ t t o proffe r 
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such statements . Understandably , i t i s also difficul t t o keep abreas t o f 
new development s i n ever y relate d fiel d o f inquiry . Bu t th e read y 
claim t o ignoranc e an d t o a  lac k o f credibilit y i n "politicized " ap -
proaches t o one' s ow n fiel d become s suspiciou s whe n i t is not accom -
panied b y furthe r commentary , unfriendl y o r otherwise . Afte r all , i s 
it no t precisel y thes e encounter s wit h th e limit s o f ou r knowledg e 
that tur n u s int o perpetua l students ? I f I  am overstatin g m y case , i t i s 
because I  want t o sugges t tha t ther e lie s a n are a o f silen t discomfor t 
between th e " I d o this " and th e " I don' t d o that " tha t sometime s get s 
conveniently confuse d wit h respectfu l equanimity . I n a n intriguin g 
comparison betwee n politica l correctnes s an d critica l disinterest , 
Larry Scanlo n point s ou t tha t Matthe w Arnol d define d criticis m (i n 
the latter' s ow n words ) a s a  "disintereste d endeavo r t o learn " an d 
that fo r th e Victoria n criti c "t o b e disintereste d wa s t o resis t th e as -
sumptions o f hi s culture' s dominan t ideology . I t wa s les s a  matte r o f 
being apolitica l tha n o f bein g oppositiona l i n exactl y th e wa y post -
modern theor y understand s th e term " (13) . According t o these defini -
tions o f criticism—one s Scanlo n value s becaus e o f thei r attentio n t o 
process an d continuou s reassessment—i t make s a  grea t dea l o f sens e 
to encourag e th e transgressio n o f methodologica l an d disciplinar y 
boundaries. 

As i t stands , however , m y assertio n i s idealistic . I t doe s no t tak e 
into consideration tha t credibilit y i s not onl y expertis e i n a n academi c 
field—that is , no t onl y th e approache s t o knowledge , fo r example , 
that d e Certeau' s "expert " an d "philosopher " practic e (6-7)—bu t als o 
an econom y i n whic h knowledg e get s quantifie d a s intellectua l capi -
tal an d professiona l investments . I n thi s scenario , identit y politic s i n 
academia ar e no t just limite d t o debate s abou t essentialism s an d thei r 
relationship t o epistemologie s bu t includ e a n intens e competitio n t o 
create an d promot e reputations . Kimberl y W . Bensto n argue s tha t 
"[t]he sel f o f reputatio n commodifie s identity , readyin g i t fo r ex -
change i n th e publi c commerc e o f socia l power . Bu t i t i s successfull y 
launched int o circulatio n onl y whe n etherealize d a s th e 'something ' 

291 



G E R A R D A C H I N G 

of a  nonreciproca l privat e self-enrichment " (439) . I f i t i s certai n tha t 
identities ca n be commodifie d i n thi s manner , the n th e inverse—dis -
enfranchisement o r th e los s o f tha t "  'something' o f a  nonreciproca l 
private self-enrichment"—mus t als o play a  defining rol e in thi s econ -
omy o f acces s t o knowledg e an d reputation . Withi n th e notio n o f 
credibility, i n othe r words , w e shoul d tak e not e o f th e divers e way s 
we wor k towar d keepin g ou r credential s curren t an d distinguis h 
those method s fro m ou r attitude s towar d unfamilia r area s o f inquiry . 
Through thi s awarenes s o f th e politica l econom y o f professiona l ac -
cess t o knowledge , i t woul d b e easie r t o se e ho w ethnicity , culture , 
gender, an d sexualit y ar e no t "new " epistemologie s t o b e delegate d 
spaces o f thei r ow n bu t innovativ e and , yes , politicized engagement s 
with "traditional " disciplines . 

Let u s briefl y loo k a t on e wa y engagemen t throug h methodologi -
cal o r disciplinar y "transgressions " ha s enriche d scholarship . W e 
have acces s t o radica l approache s i n whic h modernity , t o nam e a 
well-researched an d highl y competitiv e are a o f scholarl y work , ma y 
be define d i n a  revolutionar y manner . Think , fo r instance , o f th e ric h 
challenge t o Europea n historiography , self-definitions , an d cultura l 
ideologies tha t C . L. R. James presented i n 193 8 when h e wrote i n The 

Black Jacobins  about th e Frenc h an d Haitia n Revolutions , indicatin g 
that "[t]h e black s wer e takin g thei r par t i n th e destructio n o f Euro -
pean feudalis m begu n b y th e Frenc h Revolution , an d libert y an d 
equality, th e slogan s o f th e revolution , mean t fa r mor e t o the m tha n 
to an y Frenchman " (198) . Similarly , ther e ar e profoun d implication s 
for th e stud y o f America n literatur e whe n Ton i Morriso n i n Playing 

in the  Dark  turn s th e tabl e t o investigat e "th e impac t o f racis m o n 
those wh o perpetuat e it " (11 ) an d claim s authoritatively , "M y projec t 
is an effor t t o aver t th e critica l gaz e fro m th e racia l objec t t o the racia l 
subject; fro m th e describe d an d imagine d t o th e describer s an d imag -
iners; fro m th e servin g t o th e served " (90) . And, finally , imagin e th e 
possibilities fo r scholarshi p whe n Pau l Gilro y argue s tha t slaver y wa s 
"internal t o th e structur e o f wester n civilisation " (9 ) an d posit s th e 
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Black Atlanti c a s a  "countercultur e o f modernity. " Thes e approache s 
all engage wit h ongoin g debate s o n modernit y an d utiliz e discourse s 
on oppressio n no t t o separat e identitie s bu t t o elucidat e ho w histori -
cally they hav e been inextricabl y bound i n various form s an d degree s 
of socia l antagonism . Thi s antagonis m ha s no t disappeared . An d i n 
academia, a s I have alread y mentioned , i t gets played ou t i n combina -
tions o f academi c an d professiona l strategie s an d decision-makin g 
processes. 

Yet eve n i f w e al l admi t tha t thi s antagonis m persists , w e mus t 
still fin d a  wa y t o addres s an d critiqu e on e anothe r constructively . 
Toward thi s goal , I  agre e wit h Saty a Mohant y whe n h e make s th e 
following poin t i n a  specia l issu e o f PMLA  o n colonialis m an d th e 
postcolonial condition . Hi s word s appl y equall y wel l t o ou r focu s o n 
identity an d credibility : 

For we can learn from other s only if we take them seriously enough to 
imagine situation s i n whic h the y may  i n fac t b e wron g abou t som e 
things in the ways that we can specify an d understand . Th e version of 
multiculturalism tha t demand s tha t we suspend judgment o n purely a 
priori grounds offers a t best a weak pluralist scenario of noninterferenc e 
and peaceful coexistenc e that is based on the abstract notion that every-
thing abou t th e othe r cultur e i s (equally ) valuable . Give n th e lac k o f 
understanding o r knowledg e o f th e other , however , th e ascriptio n o f 
value (an d o f equality  amon g cultures ) i s eithe r meaningles s o r pa -
tronizing. Genuin e respec t depend s o n a  judgmen t base d o n under -
standing, arrived at through difficult epistemi c and ethical negotiations. 
(113) 

What Mohant y call s "difficul t epistemi c an d ethica l negotiations" wil l 
occupy my attention in the rest of this essay. For it is precisely throug h 
these negotiations tha t the essentialis t identity/credibilit y formulatio n 
may b e resemanticize d no t t o establis h differenc e a s a n autonomou s 
category o f knowledg e bu t t o comprehen d thi s relationshi p betwee n 
identity an d competenc e a s self-knowledg e tha t i s a  prior i an d asym -
metrically constitute d b y difference . 

The persona l an d intellectua l discomfort s I  describ e i n th e follow -
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ing sectio n illustrat e som e o f th e way s self-knowledg e i s constantl y 
being pressure d eithe r t o respect , assimilate , o r ignor e difference . I n 
Costa Rica , m y student s wer e responsibl e fo r som e languag e instruc -
tion, an d I  observe d the m a s the y contende d wit h th e difficultie s o f 
comprehending thei r ow n plac e an d functio n i n thi s program . Thei r 
efforts ar e instructiv e fo r tw o reasons . Th e firs t i s empirical : becaus e 
my student s expresse d themselve s orall y an d i n writin g i n varyin g 
degrees o f candor , thei r discomfort s provid e ampl e proo f o f "difficul t 
epistemic an d ethica l negotiations/ 7 Th e secon d i s pedagogical . I t i s 
crucial to emphasize tha t what w e communicat e t o our student s i s not 
simply a n enumeratio n an d assembl y o f "facts " bu t th e mean s b y 
which the y i n tur n ca n enjo y acces s t o privilege d cultura l literacies . 
Knowledge is , after all , what knowledg e does . 

The Discomforts of  Outsiders 

The figh t betwee n my  ide a o f th e glamou r o f th e travel -
writer and the rawness of my nerves as a colonial traveling 
among colonials made for difficult writing . 

—V. S. Naipaul, The Enigma of Arrival 

In Imperial  Eyes,  Mary Louis e Prat t employ s th e ter m "contac t zones " 
to refe r t o "socia l space s wher e disparat e culture s meet , clash , an d 
grapple wit h eac h other , ofte n i n highl y asymmetrica l relation s o f 
domination an d subordination—lik e colonialism , slavery , o r thei r af -
termaths a s the y ar e live d ou t acros s th e glob e today " (4) . Beside s 
taking he r cu e fro m Fernand o Ortiz , th e Cuba n ethnologis t wh o in -
vented th e ter m "transculturation " i n orde r t o avoi d th e imperialis t 
overtones o f th e wor d "acculturation " an d t o imagin e an d accoun t 
for th e competin g subjectivitie s o f colonials , Prat t als o develop s a n 
analysis tha t incorporate s th e kind s o f deconstructiv e practice s I 
pointed ou t earlie r i n th e work s o f James , Morrison , an d Gilroy. 1 I n 
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Limon, Cost a Rica , m y student s an d I  wer e no t onl y observer s bu t 
participants i n ongoin g cultura l changes . An d becaus e w e ha d en -
tered unfamilia r intellectua l territory—ou r "contac t zone"—accom -
panied i n varyin g degree s b y wha t Naipau l i n th e epigrap h abov e 
calls th e "rawness " o f nerve s tha t "mad e fo r difficul t writing, " I  pro -
pose fo r furthe r interrogatio n th e term s "area s o r zone s o f disciplin -
ary discomfort. " I  employ the m t o describ e ou r activitie s i n Limo n a s 
well a s t o addres s a t a  wider , symboli c leve l som e o f th e contingen -
cies and consequence s o f enterin g unfamilia r field s o f critica l inquiry . 

After successfu l tea m effort s b y member s o f th e universit y admin -
istration an d facult y t o launc h th e course , seve n student s an d I  un -
dertook an d complete d th e firs t Summe r Stud y an d Servic e i n Cost a 
Rica Program. 2 Th e six-credi t cours e incorporate s interdisciplinar y re -
search an d educatio n abroa d (fou r credits ) an d servic e t o the commu -
nity (tw o credits) . Th e 199 4 summe r catalogu e describe d th e cours e 
as follows : 

This eight-week cours e combines interdisciplinary stud y o f the history 
and cultur e o f the Afro-Caribbean an d Lati n American tow n o f Limo n 
in Costa Rica , with on-sit e interaction with the populace throug h com -
munity servic e placemen t a t St . Mark' s Schoo l (kindergarte n throug h 
ninth grade), where students will assist teachers with English language 
instruction. Knowledge of Spanish is helpful bu t not necessary. 

The presence o f th e English-speakin g community , whos e member s 
immigrated aroun d th e tur n o f th e centur y t o Centra l Americ a fro m 
former Britis h Wes t India n colonies , encourage s a n interrogatio n an d 
investigation o f severa l issues , among them : th e histor y an d statu s o f 
African diaspor a populations in the region and in transnational culture; 
the continuities and differences between immigration to Costa Rica, and 
to the United States ; the role of the artist as historian/critic/commenta -
tor; the transactions between British imperial policies and North Ameri-
can economi c expansio n int o th e region ; the statu s o f Englis h a s both 
the lingua  franca of globa l economic s an d a s Limon' s "nativ e tongue" ; 
and the implications of the student's own volunteerism. 

This program i s unique a t Rutgers in combining study abroa d wit h 
volunteer service . Participants wil l work closely with Limon's English -
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speaking communit y a t thei r invitation . I n retur n fo r th e exceptiona l 
responsibility tha t student s undertake , they  wil l experienc e a  deepe r 
and mor e informativ e contac t wit h thi s communit y tha n i s typica l of 
study-abroad programs. 

The progra m i s no t house d i n an y on e academi c department , s o tha t 
syllabi wil l var y accordin g t o th e field , interests , and methodolog y o f 
the professo r i n charge . I  wor k i n a  languag e an d literatur e depart -
ment, and m y syllabu s focused o n three interrelated area s o f research : 
(1) th e readin g an d discussio n o f text s o n colonia l Caribbea n experi -
ences (thre e time s a  week)—particularl y one s i n whic h protagonist s 
describe thei r comin g o f ag e unde r colonialism ; (2 ) a  weekl y discus -
sion abou t th e pedagogica l practice s o f Englis h instructio n a t St . 
Mark's; an d (3 ) comparative analyse s betwee n th e students ' persona l 
experiences o f educatio n i n the Unite d State s and wha t the y observe d 
as teacher' s aide s i n thei r classrooms . Ou r text s include d West  Indian 

Folktales, edited b y P . Sherlock ; Shakespeare' s Tempest;  Alejo Carpen -
tier, The  Kingdom of  This  World;  George Lamming , In  the  Castle  of My 

Skin; Jamaica Kincaid , Annie John;  and Green  Cane and Juicy Flotsam, an 
anthology o f shor t storie s b y Caribbea n wome n writer s edite d b y 
Carmen Esteve s an d Lizabet h Paravisini-Gebert . Becaus e the y wer e 
also responsibl e fo r keepin g journals , th e anthropological/autobio -
graphical face t o f ou r approac h provide d student s wit h th e greates t 
interdisciplinary flexibility  and , consequently , presente d m e wit h th e 
most unknowns , sinc e th e approac h t o wha t the y observe d aroun d 
them woul d ultimatel y b e theirs . Wit h respec t t o th e fina l paper , m y 
only forma l stipulatio n wa s tha t th e students fin d way s t o incorporat e 
all three aspect s o f th e cours e int o thei r writing . They were t o presen t 
me wit h thei r proposal s fo r consultatio n befor e returnin g t o th e 
United States , where the y would complet e th e fina l draft . 

The servic e aspec t o f th e cours e i s consisten t wit h othe r program s 
the universit y ha s develope d wit h it s surroundin g communities . Thi s 
time, though , w e woul d b e extendin g th e notio n o f communit y be -
yond nationa l borders . Befor e leavin g fo r Cost a Rica , I  had intende d 
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to develo p an d evaluat e a  theor y an d practic e o f citizenshi p tha t 
would emphasiz e th e interconnectedness o f our activitie s a s individu -
als, students , academics , an d member s o f nationa l an d internationa l 
communities. Towar d delineatin g a  feasibl e scop e o f empirica l activi -
ties for citizenshi p participatio n i n thi s course , I  juxtaposed fo r analy -
sis—and fo r reason s tha t wil l becom e eviden t later—U.S . proposal s 
to exten d it s econom y acros s nationa l border s throug h th e Nort h 
American Fre e Trad e Agreemen t (NAFTA ) an d loca l effort s b y com -
munities her e an d abroa d t o contribut e t o th e self-sufficienc y an d 
vitality o f thei r neighborhood s an d regions . Curren t affairs , i n m y 
opinion, oblig e u s t o explore , propose, an d critiqu e mor e comprehen -
sive an d a t th e sam e tim e accessibl e notions o f citizenshi p tha t woul d 
link a  constructiv e critiqu e o f thes e transnationa l initiative s wit h aca -
demic preparation fo r a  "less bordered" world . However , even thoug h 
my theorizin g an d thei r ethica l underpinning s seeme d worthwhile , 
they prove d mor e suite d t o a  comprehensiv e curriculu m debat e tha n 
to a n eight-wee k summe r program . Th e realit y an d limit s o f wha t w e 
could accomplis h in the course soon whittled th e loftiness o f my ideal s 
to manageable expectation s an d t o a  critica l evaluation o f th e benefit s 
of "partia l success, " especially sinc e we wer e onl y th e firs t contingen t 
of what w e hoped woul d b e an annua l program wit h long-term goals . 
I will return t o this issue later . 

Before discussin g th e natur e an d context s o f m y students ' discom -
forts, an d fo r th e sak e o f m y argumen t tha t thi s disquietud e i s no t 
unique t o a  singl e identit y bu t concomitan t wit h th e vulnerabilitie s 
we ris k exposin g whe n w e "acquire " knowledg e o f anothe r culture , I 
should briefl y describ e th e diversit y o f th e student s wh o too k th e 
course. O f th e seve n students , tw o wer e male . Si x wer e undergradu -
ates majoring i n pre-med , English/African a studies , sociology , politi -
cal science, history/Puerto Rica n and Hispani c Caribbean studies , an d 
English respectively ; th e graduat e studen t wa s pursuin g a  master's i n 
labor relations . All were U.S . citizens o r residents , and thei r national / 
cultural background s include d Afro-Panamanian , Bermudan , Puert o 
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Rican/Dominican, Irish-American , Indo-Trinidadian , Jewish-Ameri -
can, an d Honduran/Salvadoran . Thei r socioeconomi c background s 
varied fro m working - to upper-middle-class . 

Although som e o f u s fel t a t hom e i n th e diversit y o f thi s Wes t 
Indian/Central America n environment , al l th e student s expresse d 
nervousness an d insecuritie s abou t th e responsibilitie s the y woul d b e 
assuming a s teacher' s aides . Som e o f thes e anxietie s stemme d fro m 
their lac k o f teachin g experience , a  conditio n tha t tim e woul d i n par t 
remedy. Bu t i t wa s th e cultura l implication s o f thei r volunteeris m 
that brough t equall y comple x issue s int o focus . Th e course' s servic e 
component mean t tha t the y woul d hav e t o no t onl y observ e bu t 
also participat e i n th e socializatio n o f St . Mark' s student s t o becom e 
responsible Cost a Rica n citizens . As i f thi s situatio n wer e no t riddle d 
enough wit h culturall y specifi c interna l contradiction s (suc h a s som e 
St. Mark' s students ' disproportionat e allegiance s t o bot h a  Wes t In -
dian heritage and th e Costa Rican state), the Rutgers student s also ha d 
to face th e prospec t o f positioning themselve s i n a n environmen t the y 
did no t fully comprehen d eve n though i t physically surrounde d them . 
As complicate d an d dissimila r a s m y students ' privat e negotiation s 
about thes e matter s migh t hav e been—fo r a s the y taugh t the y als o 
had reaso n t o reflec t o n thei r ow n upbringin g an d educatio n i n th e 
United State s and elsewhere—ther e wa s a  general consensus concern -
ing th e nee d t o investigat e furthe r a n importan t are a o f disciplinar y 
discomfort. Althoug h I  managed t o anticipate thi s area in my syllabus , 
I wa s surprise d b y th e unexpected , eve n dramati c way s opinion s 
about languag e acquisitio n becam e a  sourc e o f contentio n amon g u s 
(my student s an d myself) , amon g member s o f th e school' s faculty , 
and als o o n occasio n betwee n bot h groups . Meanwhile , i t wa s th e 
analysis o f a  certai n passag e fro m Lamming' s In  the  Castle of My Skin 

in ou r ow n clas s tha t brough t thes e issue s t o th e fore , obligin g u s t o 
evaluate ou r plac e in St . Mark's curriculum . 

The student s an d I  discovere d tha t teachin g Englis h a t St . Mark' s 
was n o inconsequentia l affair . Th e mos t immediat e an d resolvabl e 
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difficulties wer e logistical . B y th e beginnin g o f ou r secon d week , 
however, th e student s bega n voicin g thei r doubt s abou t th e purpose s 
and usefulnes s o f thei r presenc e i n th e schoo l an d community . A s I 
observed them , thei r uncertaintie s parallele d m y gradua l awarenes s 
that the assimilation o f cultural knowledge i s not reducible to absolut e 
qualifiers lik e succes s o r failur e an d tha t epistemologie s ar e als o 
knowable b y an d a t th e limits  o f thei r claims . M y student s wer e 
beginning to realize that most of their student s would no t be proficien t 
in Englis h b y th e tim e the y wer e read y t o return t o th e Unite d States . 
These feeling s o f inadequac y wer e furthe r compounde d b y th e way s 
the curiosity an d affectio n o f the St . Mark's studen t body ha d touche d 
us. M y student s coul d no t hel p bu t wonde r wha t goo d the y woul d 
accomplish i n eight weeks . 

Even though my student s were trying to ascertain the consequence s 
of thei r presenc e an d activities , i t di d no t occu r t o the m the n tha t i t 
was thei r very presence with al l its intellectual discomfort s tha t woul d 
make a  differenc e i n th e lon g run . T o a  large extent , thei r frustration s 
exposed a  restricte d conceptualizatio n o f languag e acquisitio n an d 
proficiency i n whic h languag e functione d a s a  portable , transferabl e 
tool. While the y readil y acknowledge d tha t a  language wa s insepara -
ble fro m th e cultur e tha t breathe d lif e int o it , the y wer e beginnin g t o 
perceive th e exten t t o whic h resistanc e t o St . Mark' s instructio n o f 
English as  a foreign language  to mee t Cost a Rica' s educationa l require -
ments als o informe d thei r students ' outlook. 3 (Thi s issu e als o hel d 
great significanc e fo r thos e Rutger s student s wh o ha d studie d and/o r 
undergone forma l an d informa l ES L trainin g i n th e Unite d States. ) 
This resistanc e ha s historica l root s i n Limon , wher e mos t o f Cost a 
Rica's Englis h i s spoken , an d maintain s it s vibranc y i n th e attitude s 
that som e St . Mark's student s expresse d towar d thei r Englis h curricu -
lum. According t o Trevor Purcell' s detaile d stud y o f the region an d t o 
some of the St. Mark's teachers who remember , West Indians in Limo n 
province adamantl y refuse d t o educat e thei r childre n i n Cost a Rica n 
schools fo r severa l generations , preferrin g instea d t o teac h the m i n 
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their ow n denominationa l schools . Today , th e officia l languag e o f 
instruction i s Spanish , an d mos t o f th e studen t bod y speak s Spanis h 
better an d mor e frequentl y tha n English . Compoundin g thi s situatio n 
is the fac t tha t th e new generation s sho w sign s o f impatience wit h th e 
older generation' s preoccupatio n tha t th e los s o f Englis h als o mean s 
the los s o f a  Wes t India n heritage . I n th e mids t o f thes e generationa l 
shifts, ou r presenc e a s a  divers e grou p o f English-speaker s fro m th e 
United State s was trul y enigmatic . Ou r limite d credibility—fo r I  wa s 
the onl y on e formall y traine d i n languag e instruction—wa s no t i n 
question. I t was ou r presenc e an d th e attitud e towar d Englis h i n an d 
outside th e school' s classroom s tha t w e communicate d directl y an d 
indirectly t o St . Mark' s student s tha t mad e ou r interventio n worth -
while. 

The assertio n tha t ou r presenc e wa s beneficia l migh t soun d inex -
cusably "political, " but th e position o f Englis h i n Limon province an d 
in th e res t o f Cost a Ric a wa s alread y politicize d whe n w e arrived . I n 
order t o appreciate thi s context an d ho w w e entere d it , we mus t delv e 
further int o th e histor y o f Englis h i n Limon . I n th e 1870s , because o f 
the incorporatio n o f Britis h Wes t India n black s i n Britis h an d U.S . 
commercial venture s suc h a s railwa y constructio n an d th e establish -
ment o f Unite d Frui t Compan y i n Centra l America , th e mos t recen t 
English-speaking population s too k roo t on Costa Rica' s Atlantic coast . 
Trevor Purcel l report s tha t a  combinatio n o f hig h unemploymen t i n 
the Britis h Wes t Indie s an d "cultura l an d nationalisti c tie s wit h thei r 
colonizer" mad e th e option t o migrate desirabl e an d tha t "[accordin g 
to th e accoun t o f som e first-generatio n migrants , America n labo r re -
cruiters operatin g i n Jamaic a a t th e tim e spok e fro m churc h pulpits , 
explaining t o prospectiv e worker s tha t i f the y wen t t o wor k fo r th e 
United Frui t Compan y the y woul d b e servin g He r Majesty' s cause " 
(29).4 Cost a Rican s worke d o n th e highlan d portio n o f th e railwa y 
from Sa n Jos e t o th e Atlanti c coast , bu t a s workin g condition s gre w 
worse an d casualtie s increased , mostly du e t o disease and th e difficul t 
terrain, th e governmen t withdre w it s ow n laborers , an d America n 
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contractors brough t i n worker s fro m nearb y Britis h colonies . Th e ad -
vantage o f Wes t India n laborer s fo r America n contractor s wa s tha t 
they spok e English , an d i t wa s thi s preferenc e fo r English-speakin g 
employees an d th e linguistic an d cultura l politics that informe d i t tha t 
divided Wes t Indian s an d Hispanic s i n Cost a Rica , eve n whe n th e 
latter bega n thei r strik e agains t Unite d Frui t i n 1934 . Marcus Garvey , 
who founde d on e o f th e still-activ e branche s o f th e Universa l Negr o 
Improvement Associatio n i n Limon , an d hi s pursui t o f th e right s o f 
West India n laborer s separat e fro m th e province' s Hispani c worker s 
contributed t o a  "wedg e agains t clas s alliance " (37) . I n an y case , 
because thes e contractor s value d Wes t India n worker s ove r thei r His -
panic counterparts , a  division between th e two group s develope d an d 
to som e exten t ca n stil l b e perceive d i n th e mutua l suspicion s an d 
cultural politics tha t exis t in Costa Ric a today . 

The Nort h America n Fre e Trad e Agreemen t help s defin e th e plac e 
of Englis h i n ou r transnationa l modernity . Becaus e Cost a Ric a plan s 
to ente r th e tradin g bloc , fluenc y i n Englis h ha s becom e a  matte r o f 
economic competitivenes s onc e again . Thi s situatio n an d th e fac t tha t 
the trainin g o f Englis h teacher s an d curriculu m developmen t ar e be -
ing centralize d i n th e capital , tw o an d a  hal f hour s awa y b y road , 
affect th e pressure s place d o n languag e acquisitio n an d proficienc y a t 
St. Mark' s an d othe r school s i n Limo n provinc e a t variou s levels . 
Costa Ric a i s th e stables t an d on e o f th e mos t well-of f countrie s i n 
Latin America . It s disbande d military , fre e marke t policies , environ -
mental conservation , an d ecotouris m hav e create d th e long-standin g 
friendship an d presenc e o f America n busines s executives , tourists , 
researchers, and retiree s tha t th e countr y no w enjoys . O f al l the coun -
tries i n Centra l America , Cost a Ric a i s bes t poise d t o ente r th e fre e 
trade agreement . A t on e level , ou r presenc e i n Limo n di d no t diffe r 
from th e host o f researcher s an d visitor s to whom th e community ha d 
opened itsel f i n th e past . Tha t w e wer e a  divers e grou p o f Englis h 
speakers fro m th e Unite d State s adde d a  complexit y t o th e presenc e 
of mostl y whit e tourist s wh o hel p "t o retar d th e encroachmen t o f 
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Spanish whil e simultaneousl y slowin g th e saggin g prestig e o f En -
glish" (Purcel l 114) . Because "[w]hit e i s a  legitimizin g color " (114 ) i n 
the histor y an d cultura l politic s o f Englis h i n th e region , ou r multira -
cial appearanc e fo r som e o f th e school' s student s mus t hav e bee n 
puzzling, but n o mor e puzzlin g tha n th e alread y complicate d percep -
tion o f English-speaker s i n th e region . Purcel l report s tha t a  Britis h 
woman teachin g Englis h i n Limo n foun d tha t childre n usuall y spok e 
to he r i n Spanis h an d tha t on e four-year-ol d like d he r because—an d 
the chil d sai d thi s i n Spanish—"althoug h sh e i s white , sh e i s reall y 
Black fo r sh e speak s English " (120) . A t anothe r level , w e wer e no t 
typical visitors. We would b e preparing th e school' s student s i n tangi -
ble way s t o compet e i n th e marketplace ; w e woul d b e helpin g the m 
gain acces s to certain kinds o f knowledge . 

Consciously facilitatin g thei r students ' acces s to knowledge becam e 
my students ' concern . Thi s issu e surface d obliquel y i n on e o f ou r 
readings. Whe n w e wer e discussin g Lamming' s nove l abou t a  grou p 
of adolescen t friend s growin g u p unde r Britis h colonialis m i n th e 
West Indies , w e cam e acros s a  curiou s referenc e t o languag e a s a 
"passport." Th e narrator-protagonis t use s th e wor d t o tr y t o accoun t 
for a  dangerou s alienatio n i n whic h th e languag e skill s o f Britis h 
colonial subject s gav e the m acces s t o a  real m o f socia l privilege s i n 
which the y stil l coul d no t expres s thei r desires . (On e o f m y student s 
had a  simila r experienc e wit h ES L education i n th e Unite d State s an d 
wrote abou t it. ) The novel's narrator asserte d tha t 

[l]anguage wa s a  kin d o f passport . Yo u coul d g o where yo u lik e i f yo u 
had a  clea n record . Yo u coul d sa y wha t yo u lik e i f yo u kno w ho w t o 
say it . I t didn' t matte r whethe r yo u fel t everythin g yo u said . Yo u ha d 
language, good , big word s t o mak e u p fo r wha t yo u didn' t feel . An d i f 
you wer e reall y educated , an d yo u coul d comman d th e languag e lik e a 
captain o n a  ship , if you coul d mak e th e languag e d o wha t yo u wante d 
it t o do , sa y wha t yo u wante d i t t o say , the n yo u didn' t hav e t o fee l a t 
all. Yo u coul d d o awa y wit h feeling . That' s wh y everybod y wante d t o 
be educated. You didn' t have to feel. You learnt this and yo u learn t that , 
and yo u kne w a  Jack for a  Jack and a n Ace for a n Ace. You were alright . 
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Nothing would eve r go pop, pop, pop in your head. You had languag e 
to safeguard you . (154) 

This "pop , pop, pop" refer s t o the manne r i n which certai n character s 
in th e nove l suddenl y becam e overwhelme d b y thei r inabilit y t o ex -
press an d fulfil l persona l desires . I n an y case , our discussio n focuse d 
on th e natur e o f th e "passport " w e wer e helpin g t o provid e fo r St . 
Mark's students . Thi s questio n inspire d m y student s t o tackl e i n thei r 
papers subject s includin g th e politic s o f teachin g "standard, " Nort h 
American Englis h i n Limo n a t th e sam e tim e tha t i t was necessar y t o 
acknowledge the historical and cultura l significanc e o f the Limonense -
Jamaican English ; th e intricacie s o f gearin g student s a t St . Mark' s t o 
become Cost a Rica n citizen s whe n Cost a Rica , a s i t prepares itsel f fo r 
participation i n NAFTA, is making demand s o n all its young national s 
to attai n fluenc y i n English ; an d a  fe w comparativ e an d frequentl y 
moving analyse s o f th e cultura l context s i n whic h the y an d thei r 
students a t St. Mark's were disciplined i n the United State s and Limo n 
respectively. B y th e en d o f ou r stay , i t ha d becom e obviou s tha t w e 
had entere d a  situation in which a  linguistic and cultura l passport wa s 
still i n th e proces s o f bein g prepared . W e feare d tha t w e coul d no t 
determine no r minimiz e th e degre e o f alienatio n th e children' s pass -
port would contain ; that is , the extent to which the English curriculu m 
ignored th e ga p betwee n thei r Wes t India n heritag e an d Cost a Rica' s 
educational plans . Thi s dilemma , on e tha t ha s a s muc h t o d o wit h a 
need t o fin d a  practical , pedagogica l solutio n a s with th e Cost a Rica n 
government's polic y o n Englis h program s i n Limon , intensifie d ou r 
discomfort, becaus e w e realize d tha t w e ha d arrive d a t th e limit s o f 
our usefulnes s an d servic e t o the community . W e had see n tha t som e 
St. Mark's student s wer e mor e acquainte d wit h Englis h an d tende d t o 
be mor e fluen t i n i t tha n others . Fo r th e mos t part , thi s "imbalance " 
could b e attribute d no t t o ancestry , grad e level , o r an y suc h categori -
zation o f identity , but t o the degre e t o which thei r parent s an d grand -
parents encourage d the m t o spea k Englis h a t home . Som e students , 
therefore, require d Englis h a s a  foreign languag e an d other s needed i t 
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to b e taugh t a s a  secon d language . Thi s situatio n canno t b e resolve d 
unless St . Mark's als o begins t o make autonomou s decision s abou t it s 
own Englis h curriculum . Despit e ou r goo d intention s an d difference s 
of opinion abou t them, these decisions were not and coul d not be our s 
to make . 

One fina l observation . Ever y St . Mark' s studen t i s responsibl e fo r 
a bookle t tha t contain s suc h thing s a s th e school' s guideline s o n 
comportment, civi c virtues , an d respec t fo r th e environment . I t als o 
has section s fo r keepin g trac k o f grade s an d attendanc e an d blan k 
pages speciall y designate d fo r a  continuou s communicatio n flo w be -
tween parent s an d teacher s o n an y subjec t pertainin g t o th e student' s 
progress. Imagin e ou r surpris e whe n w e foun d ou t tha t th e bookle t 
was no t onl y a  conditio n fo r classroo m admissibilit y bu t wa s com -
monly calle d th e student' s "pasaporte" ! 

Conclusion 

My students ' effort s an d disquietude s represen t contextualize d nego -
tiations betwee n ho w the y perceive d themselve s an d wha t the y pro -
posed t o accomplis h i n ou r program . Thes e negotiation s too k plac e 
in tw o area s o f disciplinar y discomfor t tha t w e shoul d distinguis h i n 
order t o appreciat e th e mode s an d mean s o f acces s t o knowledg e 
available t o thos e wh o ar e intereste d i n activel y contributin g t o cur -
rent debate s abou t scholarship . Th e firs t deal s wit h rea l o r empirica l 
limitations. Analogou s t o professor s whos e wor k constitute s onl y a 
fraction o f th e intellectua l productio n i n thei r fields , m y student s 
acted withi n structure s ove r whic h the y coul d no t exer t control . The y 
participated i n activitie s whethe r o r no t the y full y agree d wit h St . 
Mark's pedagogica l practices , Cost a Rica' s educatio n policies , an d 
NAFTA's implici t linguisti c requirement s fo r admissio n t o th e re -
gional tradin g bloc . Face d wit h thes e overwhelmin g complexities , i t 
was n o surpris e tha t the y doubte d th e goal s an d efficac y o f thei r vol -
unteerism. Bu t thi s inabilit y t o visualiz e th e whol e shoul d no t ham -
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per thei r an d ou r interes t i n critiquin g institutiona l an d othe r form s 
of officia l knowledge . Ou r presenc e a s English-speaker s fro m th e 
United State s affecte d th e natur e o f ou r wor k eve n befor e w e bega n 
teaching a t St . Mark's. Critica l pedagogical practice s d o not tak e plac e 
in politica l vacuums . Rather , the y provid e fres h opportunitie s fo r 
"difficult epistemi c an d ethica l negotiations. " 

The secon d are a o f disciplinar y discomfor t prove d mor e challeng -
ing. The student s foun d tha t thei r aspiration s an d goo d wil l were no t 
sufficient t o eliminat e o r eve n assuag e thei r doubts , anxieties , an d 
hesitations. Som e o f the m assume d tha t thei r U.S . citizenship o r resi -
dence wit h al l it s stereotypica l privilege s hindere d thei r effectivenes s 
as teacher' s aides . Other s fel t tha t bein g mor e experience d o r accom -
plished teacher s migh t hel p the m cop e bette r wit h thei r cultur e 
shock—that is , the y expecte d tha t thei r competenc e woul d provid e 
them wit h th e mean s b y whic h the y coul d mitigat e thei r outsid -
edness. Bot h set s o f assumption s posi t authorit y i n individua l modu -
lations o f th e identity/credibilit y relationshi p tha t w e hav e bee n ex -
amining i n thi s essay . However , whe n m y student s cam e t o th e 
troubling realizatio n fro m ou r discussion s o f Lamming' s nove l tha t 
expertise i n a  languag e coul d als o be use d a s a  strateg y no t t o clarif y 
but t o obfuscat e cultura l locations , the y bega n t o interrogat e mor e 
productively th e natur e an d consequence s o f thei r rol e i n equippin g 
their student s wit h particula r cultura l "passports. " 

The mos t satisfyin g experienc e fo r m e wa s t o witness ho w m y stu -
dents attempte d t o mee t th e challenge s o f thei r environmen t an d t o 
make us e o f thei r experience s o f famil y life , America n educatio n sys -
tems, an d America n citizenshi p trainin g i n orde r t o pos e question s 
and possibl e solution s concernin g thei r students ' developmen t an d 
future. I n thi s scenario , th e varyin g degree s o f succes s tha t m y stu -
dents enjoye d i n ou r progra m emerge d fro m th e gradua l acknowl -
edgment o f th e limitation s place d o n thei r endeavors . Moreover , un -
like Forres t Gum p an d hi s facil e poststructuralis t activism , m y 
students exhibite d thei r gumption , i f yo u permi t m e thi s pun , whe n 
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they bega n t o imagin e an d appreciat e th e frontier s o f thei r o w n self -

unders tand ing . 

NOTES 

I would lik e t o than k Professor s Ceceli a Lawles s an d Judyly n Rya n fo r thei r 
critiques o f an earlie r versio n o f thi s essay . 

1. Se e Fernand o Ortiz , Contrapunteo  cubano  del tabaco  y  el  azucar (Havana : 
Jesus Montero, 1940) , 137-42. 

2. Originally , nin e student s ha d enrolle d i n th e course . I  suspec t tha t th e 
two wh o droppe d th e cours e i n th e firs t wee k di d s o because o f som e o f th e 
physical discomfort s an d cultur e shoc k tha t we al l experienced . 

3. Languag e i s a  comple x matte r i n Limon . Trevo r Purcel l report s tha t 
there ar e thre e mai n language s use d i n Limo n provinc e today : Spanis h an d a 
continuum extendin g fro m standar d Englis h t o Limo n Creol e i n whic h mos t 
speakers occupie d a  restricted are a o f competence . A t th e sam e time , becaus e 
of U.S . tourism an d cultur e industries , Nort h America n Englis h i s als o enter -
ing th e parlanc e o f th e young . Se e Trevor Purcell , Banana  Fallout: Class, Color, 
and Culture  among  West  Indians  in  Costa  Rica  (Lo s Angeles : Universit y o f 
California Press , 1993) , 106-7. The way thes e languages were spoke n was als o 
determined b y generation , education , an d rac e (Purcel l 111) . 

4. I n 1871 , a contract was signe d between th e Costa Rica n government an d 
Henry Meiggs , a  Nort h American , t o buil d th e railwa y linkin g th e Meset a 
Central an d th e Atlanti c coast . Meiggs' s nephew , Mino r C . Keith , late r too k 
over th e contrac t an d becam e on e o f th e founder s o f th e Unite d Frui t Com -
pany an d it s representative i n Costa Ric a (Purcel l 25). 
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16 
Scratching Heads: The  Importance of 
Sensitivity in  an Analysis of  "Others" 

D O N N A J . W A T S O N 

One discussio n currentl y takin g plac e i n th e literar y communit y i s 
the questio n o f whethe r o r no t racia l o r sexua l identit y a s i t applie s 
to academi c writer s shoul d b e considere d a n influentia l facto r tha t 
enables o r assist s one' s abilit y t o critically analyz e a  text . Clearly , i t i s 
to th e advantag e o f som e tha t th e rif t currentl y existin g betwee n col -
ored an d whit e wome n increase ; t o harnes s th e energ y o f femal e in -
tellect i s deconstructive , I  woul d argue , t o certai n sphere s o f acade -
mia. Wit h thi s i n mind , i t occurre d t o m e tha t a  blac k woman' s 
examination o f he r ow n writin g migh t begi n t o explai n th e implica -
tions o f insensitivit y an d exclusio n consciousl y o r unconsciousl y 
demonstrated b y whit e academics , whethe r i n organizin g conferenc e 
panels o r i n writin g o r teachin g abou t text s by minorities . 

I offer tha t examinatio n i n thes e pages ; but first , le t me mak e som e 
straightforward observation s abou t th e issue . Clearly , blac k wome n 
bring a n invaluabl e cultura l familiarit y t o th e interpretatio n o f blac k 
texts tha t i s important , indee d essential , t o th e discussion , interpreta -
tion, an d analysi s o f work s b y blac k wome n writer s fo r scholar s an d 
students alike . No t onl y ar e w e abl e t o cod e switc h a t will , bu t w e 
also hav e th e advantag e o f comprehendin g an d interpretin g th e lan -
guage o f thes e texts—blac k Englis h an d it s ora l traditions , includin g 
idioms suc h a s the verba l "girl " and "chile " and th e nonverbal rollin g 
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of eyes , an d sth  (suckin g o f teeth) . I  personall y woul d b e upse t lis -
tening t o a n interpretatio n o f a  nove l b y Ton i Morrison , fo r example , 
that lacke d th e ric h flavo r tha t come s naturall y t o blac k language — 
written, spoken , physical , academic , anecdotal , o r analytical . I t woul d 
be like meat withou t gravy , cornbrea d withou t greens , black-eye pea s 
without rice , an d wing s withou t ho t sauc e fo r mos t blac k wome n 
writers/readers. 

When approachin g blac k literature , scholar s o f colo r o r ethnicit y 
are arme d wit h a  fine-toot h analytica l comb . Positionin g th e tex t be -
tween ou r leg s lik e sister s ofte n d o whe n scratchin g heads , ou r men -
tal thighs embrac e it , enabling u s t o stead y th e pai n a s we di g deepe r 
into th e textua l hair ; sensitivel y w e scratc h th e sicknes s ou t o f an d 
conduct furthe r analysi s into what hide s beneath an d withi n th e scal p 
of th e subtext ; a s i t begins t o breath e i t exhale s th e hidde n message s 
encoded withi n th e narrator' s voice . 

This i s not mean t t o deny th e value o f whit e femal e scholars ' inter -
pretation o f a  blac k woma n writer' s work . Bu t i t i s critica l tha t w e 
seek researcher s an d critic s wh o brin g specia l cultura l memor y t o lit -
erature b y blac k writers . 

But th e issu e take s i n fa r mor e tha n this . "Wha t i s Black? " I  won -
der. Th e transatlanti c slav e trad e force d African s t o migrat e t o Eu -
rope, th e Wes t Indies , an d Sout h an d Nort h America , an d thei r de -
scendants adopted , creolized , mixe d with , an d assimilate d th e 
dominant cultures ' behavio r particula r t o geographi c locale , ofte n a t 
the cos t o f thei r ow n belief s an d customs . Onc e transporte d west , 
members o f stron g religiou s culture s suc h a s thos e foun d amon g th e 
West African s coul d n o longe r freel y practic e thei r belief s i n ancesto r 
veneration o r th e continuu m o f lif e afte r deat h (openin g th e wa y fo r 
the establishmen t o f contro l throug h th e fea r o f death) . Althoug h w e 
were disperse d an d altered , ou r cultura l memor y remaine d intac t a s 
many group s diversifie d an d develope d int o wha t i s commonl y re -
ferred t o a s "blac k people. " Moreover , ther e ar e thread s connectin g 
the Africa n withi n us : underlying philosophica l trusses , a  centra l cos -
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mology, o r controllin g idea l bind u s togethe r a s "black " an d mak e u s 
unique, rathe r tha n opposit e t o whit e Nort h Americans . Ou r "black -
ness/ ' therefore , i s exhibite d i n variou s form s o f expressio n encom -
passing uniqu e an d vastl y differen t experiences . 

All o f us—black , white , red , yellow , brown—feel , think , see , an d 
write i n orde r t o communicate . Bu t often , th e purpos e o f writin g fo r 
those wh o liv e o n th e margin s ha s bee n t o kee p a t ba y feeling s o f 
impending madnes s generate d b y th e perpetua l contradiction s tha t 
motivate society . The notion o f writer a s chronicler , recorder , promul -
gating th e oddities , absurdities , an d ironie s o f huma n existenc e an d 
behavior, strugglin g t o coexis t wit h natur e an d society , i s familia r 
territory. Fo r blac k women-artists-writers , th e struggl e t o maintai n 
sanity, balancing th e mundan e wit h th e world o f ou r imaginations , i s 
profoundly challenging . 

Like th e character s i n Ton i Morrison' s Beloved,  black wome n writ -
ers ofte n hav e on e foo t i n thi s worl d an d on e i n th e nex t i n orde r t o 
cope wit h th e deafenin g silenc e an d blindin g invisibilit y suffere d un -
der th e yok e o f colonization . Ou r sanit y an d surviva l hav e depende d 
on ou r abilit y t o express artistr y throug h work—i n cooking , quilting , 
tending gardens , an d tellin g storie s t o ou r children . Wha t make s on e 
stew tastier , on e quil t mor e comforting , on e garde n mor e appealin g 
to th e eye , o r on e stor y bette r o r mor e valuabl e tha n anothe r i s th e 
writer's innat e abilit y t o "stor y tell. " What on e ha s bee n throug h an d 
how on e expresse s he r experienc e i s commonl y know n a s flava  (fla -
vor o r flair ) i n ou r communities . 

We ar e peopl e o f th e Nomm o (word) , keepers—rathe r tha n own -
ers—of th e word , whos e culture s dictat e sharin g an d passin g on , 
through verbal , visual , o r writte n expression , th e knowledg e o f th e 
circle o f lif e an d death . W e proces s ou r experiences , understan d an d 
transmit knowledg e throug h th e powe r o f words . Originall y th e ora l 
tradition wa s th e mai n for m o f expressio n use d t o accomplis h triba l 
socialization. Ou r sojour n i n America , however , resulte d i n th e re -
pression o f ou r language s an d denia l o f acces s t o th e writte n Englis h 
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tradition; th e knowledg e o f books tha t relat e ideas , communicate , ed -
ucate, an d infor m wa s th e legac y o f th e whit e privilege d clas s an d 
forbidden t o th e slave . 

Still, w e foun d th e word s t o tel l ou r stories , listenin g t o the m 
evolve a s w e relie d o n th e cultura l memorie s o f ou r Africa n past , 
living no w withi n th e contex t o f slavery : Cong o square , suga r cane , 
full moon , Ji m Crow , sharecropping , an d th e blue s ar e som e thing s 
that reshape d ou r narrations , metamorphose d nativ e tongue s int o 
Creole language s a s a  wa y o f communicating . Teet h sucking , sof t 
moaning, lo w grunting , ey e rolling , hea d shaking , "Chil e . . . , " non -
verbal codes , an d wha t w e di d no t sa y wer e highl y importan t sub -
texts flavorin g th e dullnes s o f servitude . 

It follow s the n tha t a s w e write , eve n thoug h i t i s no t alway s ou r 
intention, th e gif t o f narrativ e voic e unconsciousl y engage s a n un -
known audience' s ea r a s i f the y wer e sittin g dow n wit h u s b y th e 
fireside restin g thei r wear y bones . T o fiercel y engag e th e min d fro m 
beginning t o end, t o suck i t into th e whirlwind o f a  novel fro m whic h 
one surface s onl y fo r necessar y breat h o r tear s i s the accomplishmen t 
of black wome n writer s suc h a s Ton i Morrison . 

But whether th e write r i s known o r unknown , he r storytellin g cap -
tures ou r imaginations , transportin g u s throug h doorways . Th e cre -
ation o f different , colored , unfamilia r realm s i s a s necessar y a s life -
breath itself ; i t i s wha t fill s ou r emptiness , wha t satisfie s ou r 
intellectual hunger , wha t keep s ou r ver y essenc e fro m flyin g apart , 
what ground s u s i n thi s world , wha t allow s u s t o le t g o o f th e pai n 
of rememory . W e ar e writin g a  missin g ingredien t o f literature : th e 
story o f th e stron g an d powerfu l blac k femal e voice . 

Since th e tim e th e syste m o f patriarch y bega n colonizin g th e jun -
gles o f th e world , ma n ha s conquere d othe r people , uprootin g them , 
imposing laws , standards , customs , an d institutions , includin g poli -
tics, language , an d education , o n th e subjugate d i n orde r t o maintai n 
control. A t firs t th e maste r ha s a  direc t han d i n th e metamorphosi s 
from a  fre e thinking-actin g peopl e t o th e altere d stat e o f slave , usu -
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ally by incitin g th e fea r o f deat h throug h cultura l an d racia l annihila -
tion, a s i n th e cas e o f Naz i Germany . Bu t later , th e maste r control s 
indirectly throug h enforcer s electe d fro m th e lowe r classes : th e Ro -
man guard , th e slav e catcher , an d th e polic e ar e example s o f thos e 
anxious t o release thei r frustration s o n th e powerles s becaus e o f thei r 
own conditio n o f diminishe d socia l o r economi c power . Next , th e 
master furthe r remove s himsel f whil e stil l maintainin g contro l 
through a  selec t grou p o f puppeteers ; delegate s chose n fro m th e 
ranks o f th e colonized , includin g overseers , hous e slaves , religiou s 
leaders, an d educators , enforc e hi s will . Th e las t an d mos t comple x 
level o f colonizatio n occur s whe n th e slave , caugh t i n a  worl d beref t 
of colo r an d voice , polices herself . 

Not unti l th e slav e i s psychologicall y fre e ca n sh e b e trul y free . A 
unique for m o f self-hatre d develop s fro m th e conditio n o f voiceles s 
invisibility; w e fly  apar t a s w e becom e desensitized , acceptin g th e 
conditions o f servitude . Althoug h w e ar e no t grounde d withi n th e 
framework o f dominance , w e d o no t flee,  becaus e w e ar e no t willin g 
to risk th e consequences o f capture ; hand i n hand w e lea d ou r daugh -
ters t o th e master' s specia l cabi n i n th e slav e quarte r i n exchang e fo r 
a blanke t o r petticoat , an d piec e b y piece , lik e scrap s o f quilting , w e 
unravel a t th e seam s o f ou r tru e essenc e a s ou r voice s slowl y disap -
pear. W e commi t act s o f self-genocid e suc h a s drive-by shooting s an d 
gang warfar e becaus e w e canno t le t g o o f self-hatre d steepe d i n th e 
pain o f rememory . 

Eventually, w e begi n t o ignor e ou r condition , havin g bee n taugh t 
that w e ar e les s than perfect , o r les s than animal . With downcas t eye s 
we tur n ou r head s whe n childre n ar e sol d awa y fro m mothers , hus -
bands ar e sol d awa y fro m wives . W e bloc k ou t scream s i n th e nigh t 
of slave s bein g torture d b y th e lash , o r burne d a t th e stak e lik e Mor -
rison's Six o a s th e maste r fumes , incapabl e o f understandin g hi s dy -
ing son g a s hi s spiri t transcend s th e flesh. 

It becomes, therefore , necessar y fo r blac k wome n writer s lik e Mor -
rison t o assis t u s i n understandin g an d transcendin g th e pai n thi s 

312 



Scratching Heads 

world ha s inflicte d o n itself . T o nam e th e fear s tha t hel p u s perceiv e 
the ghosts , invisibl e t o other s ye t clearl y visibl e withi n th e voice s o f 
our narrations , i s th e blac k woma n writer' s primar y task ; usin g 
words, sh e sculpt s ou r experience , claimin g it , creatin g doorway s 
through whic h th e stenc h o f blisterin g flesh  canno t intrude . A s sh e 
scratches the sicknes s o f dehumanization ont o paper , th e writer trans -
mutes th e experienc e int o powerfu l Nommo , defining , protecting , re -
leasing th e spiri t necessary fo r transformatio n an d surviva l i n a  worl d 
that doe s no t includ e ou r voice . 

Some ma y argu e tha t time s an d attitude s fostere d b y fou r centu -
ries o f institutionalize d racism , sexism , an d prejudic e hav e change d 
in thi s countr y sinc e slaver y wa s abolished , o r eve n withi n th e las t 
twenty years , sinc e th e civi l right s movemen t an d th e antiwa r move -
ment o f th e 1970s . I , fo r one , believ e tha t no t muc h ha s change d ex -
cept th e scener y (els e wh y ar e w e discussin g thi s matter?) . Ye t I  d o 
believe tha t th e potentia l fo r change , thoug h invisible , stil l remains . 

If w e ar e t o embrac e th e daw n o f a  new er a together , althoug h w e 
may no t full y understan d eac h other , w e mus t insis t o n an d activel y 
practice sensitivity . Sensitivity—simpl e act s o f huma n kindness—i s 
called for , an d indee d necessary , i f th e pursui t o f scholarl y stud y i s 
truly abou t developin g a  cleare r understandin g o f ourselve s an d 
where w e stan d i n relatio n t o textua l analysi s o f th e literatur e o f 
"marginal" cultures . Whit e scholar s writin g abou t blac k literature , 
and whit e professor s teachin g it , mus t a t th e leas t b e sensitiv e t o th e 
history o f heinou s crime s committe d durin g an d afte r slavery , t o th e 
rape, terrorism , torture , maiming , an d killin g o f a  people , whic h ar -
rested it s developmen t an d continu e t o haun t an d sicke n ou r societ y 
today. Th e tre e carve d b y th e whit e boy s o n Sethe' s bac k whil e th e 
schoolteacher looke d o n fro m th e towe r o f ic y objectivit y i s scarre d 
onto ou r cultura l memories . Tha t tre e mus t no t b e reinscribe d o n u s 
by a n insensitive , icil y objectiv e scholarl y pen . Ou r writin g i s ou r 
hope; i t mus t no t b e th e objec t o f furthe r exploitation . 

Although w e ar e no t enemies , stil l w e fear . Bu t wha t i s i t tha t w e 
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fear? Perhap s b y namin g it , b y scratchin g heads , b y identifyin g an d 
exchanging ou r views , whateve r ou r race , ou r sex , ou r class , w e d o 
what i s sorel y neede d t o eas e th e pai n o f rememory . W e fea r th e 
madness o f Mis s Anne' s kitchen ; w e fea r th e touc h o f th e master' s 
(her husband's ) han d o n ou r behind , whisperin g i n ou r ea r tha t h e 
will be a t th e cabi n afte r suppe r tonight ; w e fea r tha t instea d o f voic -
ing he r ange r a t hi s licentiousnes s sh e wil l instea d tur n a  dea f ea r t o 
her ow n heart , an d inflic t he r pain , grief , an d inne r turmoi l o n th e 
slave woma n ou t o f a  growin g sens e o f powerlessnes s t o ac t agains t 
inhumane behavior . 

To loo k a t ou r fear , a t th e ghos t babie s transfigure d an d differen t 
from ourselves , t o hea r th e invisibl e voice s whisperscreamin g wha t 
was no t said , wha t wa s neve r allowe d t o be spoke n o r written , i s th e 
only wa y w e ca n transcen d th e underlyin g fea r tha t breed s a  lac k o f 
trust an d a n eve r growin g chas m betwee n Mis s Ann e an d Beulah , 
between blac k an d white , betwee n whit e feminis t literar y criti c an d 
Colored humanis t reader/writer . W e mus t pu t a  sto p t o thi s fea r an d 
this estrangemen t i f w e ar e sensitive , strong , an d spiritua l enough . 
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Who Holds the Mirror? Creating "the 

Consciousness of  the Others" 

M A R Y E L I Z A B E T H L A N S E R 

I wan t t o teac h wha t I  a m not . I n fact , I  fee l tha t I  a m uniquel y an d 
appropriately equippe d t o teac h wha t I  a m not . I  wan t t o teac h i n a 
vibrant an d reflectiv e an d self-consciousl y interdisciplinar y blac k 
studies department . I  wan t t o teac h th e foundation s o f blac k educa -
tion a s history . I  want t o b e a  builde r o f interracia l intellectua l brid -
ges. I  wan t t o buil d community . I  wan t t o se e man y blac k student s 
in m y classes . I  wan t t o wor k wit h a  variet y o f Africa n an d Africa n 
American colleagues , amon g others , t o produc e successfu l students , 
sound scholarship , an d way s t o mov e th e message s of f campu s an d 
onto th e streets . 

I am a  white , female Ph.D . candidate i n a  departmen t o f educatio n 
theory an d polic y studies . Currently I  am workin g t o complet e a  the -
sis o n th e origin s an d growt h o f blac k studie s a s a n academi c disci -
pline. Du e t o a  quir k i n th e structur e o f m y disciplinar y hom e an d 
perhaps i n my ow n personalit y a s well, I am specificall y an d predom -
inantly traine d i n Wes t Africa n an d Africa n America n history . I  a m 
more adep t i n th e historiograph y o f nineteenth - an d twentieth-cen -
tury blac k nationalis m an d emigrationis m tha n I  am i n th e pedagog y 
and curren t curriculu m statu s o f whol e languag e teachin g an d learn -
ing, o r th e lates t wor d o n outcome s base d education . As k m e t o tal k 
about vouchers , o r communit y contro l o f education , an d I  wil l likel y 
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begin m y discussio n wit h nineteenth-centur y Africa n Fre e Schools . I 
may the n lea p th e Atlanti c t o tal k abou t Africa n nationalis m an d Af -
rican education , discussin g significan t regiona l difference s tha t def y 
neatly package d an d importe d paradigm s o f chang e an d develop -
ment, whil e makin g comparison s wit h condition s an d aspiration s fo r 
community contro l vis-a-vi s integrate d school s her e i n th e Unite d 
States.1 

My trainin g defie s simplisti c categories . M y knowledg e bas e i s in -
terdisciplinary, an d i n on e importan t sense , I  a m wha t I  wan t t o 
teach—a ne w creation , solidl y roote d an d traine d i n th e America n 
educational experience—i f tha t experienc e i s read a s a  stud y i n blac k 
and white . I n m y choic e o f disciplinar y homes , I  gamble d tha t th e 
academy woul d b e read y fo r wha t I  intende d t o become— a knowl -
edgeable an d passionat e participant/observe r o f th e interracia l inter -
action tha t occur s alon g th e shadowe d concourse s o f th e colo r line . 

My forma l departmenta l home , educatio n polic y studies , was con -
ceived a s a  wa y t o expan d an d rejuvenat e a  flagging  departmen t o f 
education foundations . Educatio n foundation s i s a  syntheti c disci -
pline designe d t o appl y th e socia l science s an d humanitie s t o prob -
lems i n education , t o infor m polic y maker s a t th e stat e an d nationa l 
levels, an d t o contextualiz e th e proces s an d product s o f schoolin g a t 
all levels . The paren t discipline s fo r th e foundation s o f educatio n ar e 
sociology, history , an d philosophy . Comparativ e an d internationa l 
studies i n educatio n als o became a n importan t par t o f educatio n pol -
icy an d foundation s a s th e Unite d State s bega n t o marke t America n 
educational model s aroun d th e globe . More tha n a  fe w o f th e signifi -
cant facult y wh o supervise d m y trainin g wer e traine d themselve s 
through th e dispensatio n o f nationa l defens e fund s i n th e for m o f 
institutional o r studen t aid . 

I bega n m y studie s i n comparativ e an d internationa l education , 
focusing o n developmen t project s implemente d i n Afric a throug h of -
ficial developmen t assistance . Th e interactio n betwee n nationa l pol -
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icy, administrativ e regulations , ideology , an d loca l need s an d condi -
tions wa s fascinatin g t o me . I  wanted t o kno w ho w muc h w e contro l 
our institution s an d ho w muc h w e ar e controlle d b y them , an d 
planned t o d o a  takeof f o n th e titl e o f Michae l Kammen' s cultura l 
history o f th e U.S . Constitution , A  Machine  That  Would  Go  of Itself.  I 
wanted t o illustrat e ho w eve n th e bes t o f intention s b y internationa l 
donors coul d b e subverte d b y slavis h adherenc e t o institutiona l regu -
lations an d policy , i n spit e o f wha t wa s indicate d b y loca l circum -
stance i n th e hos t countries . Whethe r on e act s o n th e local , national , 
institutional, o r individua l level , i t i s alway s importan t t o b e abl e t o 
locate th e site s o f conflic t an d creativity . 

I can documen t ever y goo d intentio n o f pursuin g a  caree r i n inter -
national educatio n i n som e capacity , bu t I  permitted famil y t o ge t i n 
the wa y o f tha t goal . Changin g directio n t o sui t unanticipate d de -
mands i n raisin g m y so n brough t m e fac e t o fac e wit h anothe r con -
nection betwee n wha t I  want t o teac h an d wha t I  am an d a m not . 

That connectio n i s a  so n an d a  daughter . Al l biase s accounte d 
for, Barret t an d Jennife r ar e gentle , lovel y youn g people . The y ar e 
African America n children , a t leas t b y thi s year' s censu s categories . 
Jennifer's father , wh o ha s bee n dea d nearl y seventee n years , wa s 
raised i n Boston . Barrett' s fathe r wa s raise d o n th e famil y far m i n 
eastern Nigeria . 

What starte d ou t a s a  moderatel y directe d drif t i n a  socia l an d 
political directio n becam e a  studied effor t t o rationalize m y ow n mul -
tiplying identitie s an d t o assis t m y childre n i n seein g beyon d wha t 
Ayi Kwe i Arma h call s th e "veils " tha t floa t betwee n level s o f lived , 
dreamed, an d believe d realities . I  a m reminde d o f m y sister-in-la w 
urging m e t o "leav e th e blac k worl d an d retur n t o m y own. " Wha t 
in heaven's nam e possesse d he r t o thin k tha t I  had gon e anywher e i n 
the firs t place ? Wha t mad e he r thin k tha t I  wa s accepte d int o th e 
"black world " o r tha t I  had an y rea l "place " t o retur n from ? 

Certainly ther e wa s n o plac e wher e th e complexitie s o f m y choice s 
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and m y natalit y wer e automaticall y recognized . I  was neve r accepte d 
automatically i n th e blac k community , an d I  was n o longe r uncondi -
tionally accepte d a s par t o f "m y own " whit e worl d either . I n som e 
cases, I  wa s rejecte d outright . Mor e ofte n th e rejectio n simpl y cam e 
in th e for m o f nonrecognition . 

I hav e spen t man y year s o n th e margins , sociall y an d economi -
cally, an d I  a m continuall y reminde d o n al l side s tha t I  a m neithe r 
one thin g no r another . Ther e wer e attendan t cultura l an d psychologi -
cal shift s tha t wer e interna l t o m y development , bu t the y ar e stil l 
something o f a  puzzle t o be worked ou t a s I  go along . About th e tim e 
that I  was realizin g tha t I  needed t o ac t i n m y life , t o giv e nam e an d 
voice t o mysel f an d m y children , th e academi c lexico n wa s beginnin g 
to fil l wit h th e word s o f voice s fro m th e social , economic , an d politi -
cal margins . 

Most o f th e voice s wer e thos e o f wome n o f color , bu t somethin g 
in thei r storie s resonate d insid e m y ow n experiences , an d I  longed t o 
reach ou t t o them an d holler , "Her e I  am! Can I  come an d wor k ther e 
with you? " Bu t I  was afrai d tha t the y woul d loo k righ t throug h thi s 
ghostly figure , misty , defyin g comfortabl e definition . Besides , thei r 
positions i n th e academ y an d i n th e medi a seeme d t o be arrange d b y 
special dispensatio n i n man y cases . The y neve r seemed , i n rea l life , 
to be i n position s t o mak e decisions . 

I was neve r abl e t o fin d a  nich e fo r mysel f o n m y ow n campu s i n 
women's studie s o r i n blac k studies , an d m y hom e department , 
though no t restrictive , decline d t o advocat e o n m y behal f a t critica l 
moments. A  combinatio n o f severel y limite d financia l resources , th e 
demands o f unsettle d famil y ties , and th e desir e t o mov e beyon d th e 
conventional i n m y studie s di d no t inspir e nurturin g response s a s I 
sought t o examin e th e question s tha t bloome d fro m th e graftin g o f 
learning an d experience . 

But ther e i s mor e t o thi s questio n o f wha t I  a m an d wha t I  wan t 
to teach. There ar e many cultura l issues , economic considerations , po -
litical exigencies , individua l preferences , an d institutiona l mandate s 
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to whic h individua l knowin g i s frequentl y subordinated . Th e collec -
tion o f experience s an d wha t I  have formalize d a s researc h an d writ -
ing are important , bu t the y ar e not cu t from whol e cloth , fully forme d 
or perfec t i n thei r reflectio n o f th e world . Achievin g a  plac e an d a n 
audience fo r m y wor k demand s constan t vigilanc e an d a n endles s 
energy fo r explainin g wh o I  a m an d wh y I  d o wha t I  do—ho w I 
think th e piece s fi t an d where . I t als o require s tha t I  liste n faithfull y 
for m y ow n preconceive d notion s o f th e world . 

I a m reminde d o f a  chanc e meetin g o n th e step s o f th e librar y 
one sprin g afternoon . Ther e i n th e massiv e entry , I  wa s engage d i n 
conversation b y a  visiting professo r fro m Kore a i n nee d o f direction s 
to somewhere o n campus . I n th e cours e o f tha t meetin g I  learned tw o 
things. I  learned tha t h e wa s a  schola r o f Englis h languag e an d litera -
ture with a  specialization i n the literature o f William Faulkner . Simul -
taneously, I  discovered a  bias tha t I  never kne w I  harbored unti l tha t 
moment. I f I  could no t fatho m entirel y th e Sout h o f William Faulkne r 
or Tennesse e Williams , ho w coul d thi s stranger , thi s "pretender-to -
the-chair" clai m t o she d ligh t o n a  genuinel y America n mystery ? 

I tol d hi m m y thought s an d w e talke d fo r a n hour ; no t directl y 
about m y reaction , bu t abou t hi s struggl e t o lear n a n alie n languag e 
and cultur e an d hi s awarenes s o f th e differen t level s tha t on e 
achieves i n th e proces s o f learnin g an d teaching , i n th e interchang e 
of intellec t an d experience . W e lef t unanswere d th e speculatio n o f 
how wel l h e migh t far e i f h e trie d t o sel l hi s expertis e t o a  U.S . uni -
versity. I  ha d see n th e limitation s o f creativ e marketin g i n th e acad -
emy, havin g ha d clos e secondhan d experienc e o f th e difficultie s en -
countered b y African s tryin g t o obtai n wor k i n U.S . universities . 

My acquaintanc e fro m Kore a ha d n o nee d o r reaso n t o tr y t o tes t 
the boundaries o f thos e limitations . I  now thin k tha t ma y b e ou r loss . 
What h e brought t o the stud y o f Faulkne r wa s a  passion fo r learning , 
a self-critica l eye , an d a  mirro r throug h whic h we-subjec t ar e abl e t o 
see us-object . I t i s a  rar e perspectiv e amon g academics , wh o ten d t o 
prefer holdin g thei r ow n mirrors—muc h a s I  prefe r takin g ou t m y 
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own splinters . Fo r som e scholars , criticis m i s a  matte r o f perspec -
tive—detached, analytical , and dispassionate . Fo r other s i t i s a matte r 
of surviva l a t man y levels . 

The freedo m t o perfor m critica l analysi s i s th e mos t highl y toute d 
function o f th e academy . An d i f freedo m i s th e ver y sou l o f inquiry , 
then objectivit y i s th e fles h an d bones . I  have ofte n wondered , no t s o 
much a t th e putativ e powe r o f th e intellec t ove r th e sensate , bu t tha t 
the tw o mean s o f knowin g ar e ofte n presente d a s a n either-o r propo -
sition, whil e th e spiritua l ha s bee n remove d fro m th e formul a en -
tirely. Academi c perspectiv e i s eithe r interna l o r external ; i t i s neve r 
both simultaneously ; i t rarel y reflect s th e motio n o f life . Detachmen t 
is sufficien t validatio n fo r a  propose d "truth/ ' whil e subjectiv e com -
mitment t o a  live d realit y man y time s remain s unfunde d an d ofte n 
unemployed. 

In terms o f learning an d teachin g th e history an d live d experience s 
of African s an d thei r descendants , ther e ha s bee n a n inordinat e em -
phasis place d o n perspective . Ther e wa s a  tim e no t lon g ag o whe n 
black scholar s wer e no t permitte d t o teac h whit e student s abou t th e 
black experience . Jim Cro w ha d somethin g t o d o wit h i t i n th e South , 
but i n th e premie r Norther n bastion s o f critica l inquir y an d knowl -
edge production , th e shunnin g o f th e Negro schola r wa s explaine d a s 
a matte r o f "perspective. " Ho w coul d "they " eve r b e sufficientl y ob -
jective t o criticall y examin e an d interpre t th e blac k experience ? Pre -
dominantly whit e universitie s wer e close d t o them fro m th e tim e tha t 
Alain Lock e an d W . E . B . D u Bois , Charle s S . Johnso n an d Carte r 
Woodson challenge d th e gatekeeper s wit h competitiv e credential s i n 
philosophy, sociology , an d history , an d wer e denied . 

Perspective i n blac k studie s ha s alway s bee n a  hotl y conteste d is -
sue. Wh o wil l hol d th e mirror ? Unti l th e las t twent y t o twenty-fiv e 
years, ther e wer e fe w blac k scholar s i n historicall y whit e universitie s 
at all . Black histor y wa s eithe r ignore d b y mainstrea m scholarshi p o r 
appropriated b y it . Althoug h W . E . B . Du Bois , wit h hi s Philadelphia 
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Negro, wa s on e o f th e earlies t pioneer s i n America n sociology , th e 
Carnegie Corporatio n looke d t o Swede n fo r a  socia l scientis t t o re -
view th e condition s o f rac e i n Americ a i n th e lat e 1930s . John Stan -
field's Philanthropy  and  Jim Crow in American Social  Science and Augus t 
Meier's Black  History and  the  Historical Profession  1915-1980 ar e usefu l 
texts coverin g critica l year s i n th e developmen t o f blac k scholarship , 
but thes e text s stil l fal l shor t o f th e ful l picture . Eve n today , th e con -
tributions o f Souther n blac k scholar s an d historians , th e torchbearer s 
of th e stor y o f African s i n Americ a i n th e impenetrabl e evi l o f Ji m 
Crow, ar e no t systematicall y o r analyticall y documented . Sinc e thes e 
scholars ofte n lacke d th e professiona l passpor t t o America n intellec -
tual-land, the y hav e bee n ignored . 

A corollar y t o perspectiv e i s characterization . Whos e animatio n o f 
the blac k experienc e i s th e mos t authentic ? I s i t possibl e t o spea k 
of authenticit y i n th e academy , o r doe s objectiv e analysi s deman d a 
"Gunnar Myrdal, " a n externa l adjudicato r o f th e claim s o f blac k peo -
ple agains t a  syste m designe d t o oppres s systematically ? I s ther e 
room i n th e academ y fo r multipl e biases ? 

My mento r an d teache r wa s a n Africanist , a  historian , traine d a t 
Michigan Stat e Universit y i n th e 1960s . H e tol d tw o storie s tha t re -
main wit h m e a s guides . Th e firs t concerne d th e tim e h e wa s tol d 
that h e coul d neve r b e objectiv e abou t th e blac k experienc e i n 
America, coul d no t gai n sufficien t distanc e t o b e objective . Th e sec -
ond describe d ho w h e wa s challenge d t o displa y hi s credential s fo r 
teaching America n history , fo r fea r tha t he migh t tel l only th e "black " 
side o f th e story . 

Frequently, interracia l objectivit y ha s bee n unidirectional—whit e 
scholars ge t to hold al l the mirrors . The dominan t culture' s insensitiv -
ity an d challeng e t o perspectiv e an d characterizatio n o f th e blac k ex -
perience a s recorde d b y blac k peopl e ha s create d a n intellectua l moa t 
around blac k studie s tha t i s mos t difficul t t o bridge . Whit e scholar s 
who scof f a t th e defensivenes s o f blac k scholar s an d blac k student s 
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or th e assertio n o f "natural " righ t t o self-representatio n i n th e acad -
emy soun d irrationall y argumentativ e t o me , and serv e onl y t o solid -
ify th e antagonis m an d distrust . 

On th e othe r hand , no t al l effort s b y whit e scholar s t o engag e is -
sues i n blac k America n lif e ar e insensitiv e o r contentious . I n th e 
course o f m y dissertatio n researc h I  cam e upo n a  boo k calle d The 

Way of  the Black Messiah, by The o Witvilet , a  lecturer i n the theologica l 
faculty o f Amsterda m University . O n th e bac k jacke t i t i s note d tha t 
the boo k "shoul d b e rea d particularl y b y thos e wh o thin k tha t blac k 
theology i s in fac t a  mirror imag e o f th e white theolog y i t attacks an d 
is inherentl y racis t [invers e racism] , o r thos e wh o thin k tha t blac k 
theology i s inherentl y a n America n phenomenon. " 

There ar e fault s i n th e stor y h e tells . Fo r example , th e nineteenth -
century America n root s o f blac k theolog y ar e elided , excep t i n a  bib -
liographic essay , s o tha t th e focu s i s nearl y exclusivel y o n th e Blac k 
Power movemen t beginnin g i n 196 6 wit h Willi e Rick s an d Stokel y 
Carmichael o n th e "Meredit h march " throug h Mississippi . Bu t i t i s i n 
the bibliographic essa y an d i n th e narrativ e itsel f tha t on e find s blac k 
voices tellin g th e stor y o f th e blac k experience . 

Rather tha n examinin g th e secondar y analysi s o f whit e scholar s o f 
that perio d o r th e annal s o f periodical s an d th e popula r press , Witvi -
let trust s th e voice s o f blac k peopl e themselve s t o tel l th e stor y o f 
the struggl e agains t systemati c racis m an d th e par t playe d b y blac k 
Christian theology . Th e synthesi s i s more tha n useful . 

Witvilet hold s a  mirro r tha t reflect s no t onl y hi s perspectiv e a s a 
scholar externa l t o th e America n experience , but als o a  rang e o f criti -
cal perspective s emergin g fro m blac k scholarshi p tha t challeng e th e 
conventional wisdo m concernin g blac k theolog y tha t ha s emerge d 
from th e work o f whit e America n scholars . There i s a  scarcity o f suc h 
inclusive scholarship . Man y whit e scholar s specializin g i n various as -
pects o f th e blac k experienc e hav e a  tendenc y t o de-emphasiz e th e 
texts o f blac k analyst s an d scholar s o f Africa n America n life . 

Witvilet i s important, i n more genera l terms , because h e represent s 
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a growin g interes t b y Europea n scholar s i n blac k studies . I n Europe , 
black America n social , political , an d economi c issue s an d cultura l 
products ar e offere d a s par t o f America n studie s rathe r tha n i n spe -
cialized department s o f blac k o r African a studies . Whit e scholar s ar e 
the dominan t Europea n scholar s teachin g blac k culture . Give n th e 
fact tha t ther e i s a  histori c African , Afro-Caribbean , an d Africa n 
American presenc e i n Europea n countries , i t wil l b e interestin g t o 
see ho w the y figur e int o thi s Europea n interes t i n Africa n America n 
culture. 

It wil l b e equall y interestin g t o se e ho w blac k studie s scholar s i n 
the United State s make effort s t o impac t th e researc h an d teachin g o n 
black cultur e i n Europea n universities . A t a  conferenc e hel d o n Tene -
rife Islan d i n th e Spanis h Canaries , Henr y Loui s Gate s cohoste d 
many Europea n an d America n scholar s i n conjunction wit h th e Colle -
gium fo r Africa n America n Research , a  ne w associatio n o f Europea n 
scholars. No t al l black studie s scholar s wil l b e a s sanguin e abou t th e 
efforts o f whit e Europea n scholar s t o hol d th e mirro r fo r blac k 
studies. 

Objectivity alone , o f course , doe s no t constitut e disingenuou s o r 
bad scholarship . Bu t often alternativ e perspectives , availabl e fro m th e 
texts of black people themselves , are ignored, misread , o r devalue d a s 
merely idiosyncrati c o r no t representativ e o f th e "blac k experience/ ' 
however tha t ma y b e defined . Onl y thos e broadl y familia r wit h th e 
original text s themselve s woul d begi n t o understand ho w misreadin g 
and oversigh t o n th e par t o f mainstrea m researcher s hav e resulte d i n 
a tendenc y b y som e member s o f th e blac k intellectua l communit y t o 
separate fro m th e dominan t culture . 

Also importan t ar e th e kind s o f researc h question s pursue d b y 
both blac k an d whit e scholars . Wha t migh t b e perceive d a s a n issu e 
of purel y impersona l an d passin g academi c o r polic y interes t t o a 
white schola r coul d b e o f a  ver y persona l an d immediat e interes t t o 
a blac k schola r wh o see s th e potentia l fo r har m o r goo d t o th e blac k 
community, a s he o r sh e define s "community. " Blac k scholar-activist s 
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often challeng e accepte d orthodox y i n an y numbe r o f discipline s i n 
the socia l science s an d th e humanities , creatin g seriou s professiona l 
and persona l challenge s no t onl y t o the system bu t t o their own , ofte n 
itinerant, careers . 

Another are a o f concer n i n th e developmen t o f blac k studie s i n 
white universitie s i s th e notio n o f a  commo n se t o f objective s amon g 
black peopl e an d a  commo n plac e and/o r stat e o f min d calle d "com -
munity/7 I n th e earl y year s o f th e deman d fo r blac k studies , man y 
black scholar s an d student s wer e challenge d b y th e defender s o f th e 
academic an d politica l statu s qu o t o defin e wha t wa s mean t b y th e 
black "community/ ' 

Many scholar s hav e denie d th e existenc e o f a  common communit y 
of cultur e amon g blac k peopl e tha t i s uniqu e t o al l blac k peopl e i n 
America. African s an d Wes t Indian s ar e separate d out ; Souther n 
black peopl e ar e separate d fro m Northern ; urba n blac k peopl e sepa -
rated fro m rura l blac k people . Th e contentio n wa s an d remain s tha t 
the blac k communit y i s a n illusio n an d a  contrivance . Th e ide a tha t 
black peopl e ar e unite d monolithicall y agains t a  monolithi c an d sys -
tematic racis m i s stil l a  deepl y conteste d par t o f blac k politica l an d 
intellectual life . Ther e i s a  conversatio n abou t communit y tha t occur s 
within an d on e tha t occur s outsid e th e black community . T o date , th e 
two "voices " stil l d o no t communicat e particularl y well , regardless o f 
color. 

During th e lat e 1960s , black culture , th e blac k experience , an d th e 
black communit y wer e al l potentia l space s fo r dialogu e an d intrara -
cial a s wel l a s interracia l communicatio n o n universit y campuses . 
What develope d instea d looke d mor e lik e a  Roma n circus . The patri -
cians watche d a s thei r agent s dre w blood , bu t the y rarel y los t an y 
themselves. Universit y administrator s an d othe r governin g officials , 
however threatened , wer e rarel y hospitalized . I n th e ques t fo r "com -
munity," student s wer e hospitalize d frequently ; som e wer e maimed ; 
others died . 

Vital t o understandin g th e issue s o f perspectiv e an d characteriza -
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tion in the teachin g o f black histor y an d culture , and othe r discipline s 
important t o blac k people , i s a n understandin g o f th e root s o f blac k 
studies a s both a n intellectua l pursui t an d a  way o f life . Withou t tha t 
it i s virtually impossibl e t o comprehen d th e territorialit y tha t ha s de -
veloped amon g blac k scholar s i n blac k studies . A s a  discipline , blac k 
studies emerge d wit h th e explici t ai m o f redressin g grievance s regis -
tered b y both black student s an d blac k scholars . Many o f thos e griev -
ances wer e connecte d t o issue s o f perspective , characterization , au -
thenticity o f voice , truthfulnes s o f content , fullnes s o f representation , 
and definition s o f what constitute s th e black experienc e an d th e blac k 
community. 

Black studie s program s proliferated , almos t a s th e fina l salvo , a t 
the en d o f on e o f th e man y intens e an d sustaine d thrust s fo r racia l 
liberation i n U.S . history . Mor e tha n that , th e deman d wa s fo r a n 
independent institutiona l hom e i n predominantl y whit e universitie s 
that wer e stil l recoverin g fro m th e democratizin g effect s o f GI s o n 
campus fro m Worl d Wa r II , th e wa r i n Korea , an d th e wa r i n Viet -
nam. Th e additio n o f a  conflictin g politica l agend a lik e tha t o f blac k 
studies wa s difficul t fo r universit y administration s t o embrac e wit h 
sustained seriousness . 

Further, marke t demand s fo r a n educate d workforc e combine d 
with th e GI Bil l to force elit e center s o f art s an d scienc e t o become fa r 
more vocationa l i n thei r mission s an d philosophie s i n orde r t o fil l 
a burgeonin g corporat e manageria l structure . Thes e condition s als o 
required a  realignmen t o f admission s an d retentio n standard s tha t 
initially affecte d mor e youn g whit e male s tha n an y othe r group . I n 
the 1950 s and 1960 s U.S . universities wer e alread y undergoin g a  ma -
jor interna l crisi s i n term s o f identit y an d purpose . Nevertheless , 
black studie s became a  major tributar y i n the crosscurrent s o f a  large r 
educational, social , an d economi c transformation . 

Understandably, th e temptatio n i s t o se e th e blac k studie s move -
ment a s somethin g bol d an d new . Man y discussion s o f blac k studie s 
began i n the lat e 1960 s with th e inauguration o f the firs t blac k studie s 
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department a t Sa n Francisc o Stat e University , o r eve n late r wit h th e 
first blac k studie s departmen t t o offe r a  Ph.D . a t Templ e Universit y 
under th e auspice s o f Professo r Molef i Ket e Asante . However , bot h 
Black Powe r an d Afrocentricit y ar e simpl y branche s o f th e sam e tre e 
that too k roo t th e instan t blac k peopl e bega n t o see k publi c venue s 
for recordin g thei r ow n Ne w Worl d history , i n both writte n an d ora l 
form. A s idea s o r ideals , Blac k Nationalism , Pan-Africanism , Blac k 
Power, an d Afrocentricit y contai n inheren t instance s o f paradox , an d 
reflect bot h interracia l an d intraracia l interaction . 

However, th e message s o f nineteenth-centur y writer s an d orator s 
inform blac k studie s o f th e culturall y congruen t productio n o f Afri -
can America n peopl e an d thei r variou s response s t o racialize d op -
pression tha t have shape d thei r historica l an d contemporar y existenc e 
in th e Unite d State s fo r severa l hundre d years . Muc h o f th e nine -
teenth-century publi c an d privat e discours e o n issues black an d whit e 
has bee n preserved , wit h al l it s paradox an d powe r t o explai n intact . 
History help s u s identif y parallel s i n curren t conditions , whic h i n 
turn hel p u s t o identif y concept s o f lastin g valu e tha t ar e ofte n con -
fused wit h intellectua l o r political fad s an d fashion , fo r lac k o f histori -
cal perspective . Th e ensuin g texts , culle d fro m th e record , mirro r 
much o f wha t w e woul d understan d toda y a s th e politic s o f identity . 

Though th e followin g word s wer e spoke n b y Mari a Stewar t mor e 
than 16 0 years ag o an d 13 5 years befor e th e inauguratio n o f th e firs t 
black studie s departmen t a t San Francisco Stat e University , the y reso -
nate wit h th e promis e an d parado x o f education-for-liberation , i n 
terms tha t reflec t muc h o f th e curren t publi c debat e concernin g 
black/Africana studies . A s he r word s indicate , blac k liberatio n wa s 
contingent o n self-help , self-determination , an d self-knowledg e 
through education . Tha t educatio n wa s t o supersed e th e intellectua l 
production o f th e majorit y culture—a n intellectua l productio n tha t 
registered African s a s on e ste p remove d fro m "brut e creation/' 2 

Education fo r self-knowledg e an d self-determinatio n wa s mor e 
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than a  mat te r o f d i sprovin g th e socia l Darwinis ts . Stewar t emphas ize s 

that th e tempora l focu s fo r blac k liberatio n m u s t b e o n th e pas t an d 

the present , th e continenta l Uni te d State s an d th e continen t o f Africa . 

Values an d ethic s p la y a  majo r rol e i n racia l uplift , an d sh e antici -

pates tha t African s i n Americ a wil l on e da y mul t ip l y th e p o w e r o f 

their back s wi t h th e p o w e r o f thei r brains . Thei r politica l voice s wil l 

resonate i n th e " h o u s e " o f thei r opp res so r s—which , b y din t o f labo r 

if no t a lway s o f cit izenship , i s thei r o w n hous e a s well . 

In a  lectur e give n a t th e Africa n Masoni c Hal l i n Bosto n i n 1833 , 

Maria Stewar t said , 

History inform s u s tha t w e wer e sprun g fro m on e o f th e mos t learne d 
nations o f th e whol e earth ; fro m th e sea t i f no t th e paren t o f science . 
Yes, poor despise d Afric a wa s onc e the resor t o f sages and legislator s o f 
other nations , was esteeme d th e schoo l fo r learning , an d th e mos t illus -
trious me n i n Greec e flocke d thithe r fo r instruction . Bu t i t wa s ou r 
gross sin s an d abomination s tha t provoke d th e Almight y t o frown thu s 
heavily upo n us , and giv e ou r glor y unt o o thers . . . . [I] t is of n o us e fo r 
us t o boas t tha t w e sprun g fro m thi s learne d an d enlightene d nation , 
for thi s day a  moral gloom hangs ove r millions o f our r ace . . . . O  ye sons 
of Africa  whe n wil l you r voice s b e hear d i n ou r legislativ e hall s i n 
defiance o f your enemie s contending fo r equa l right s and liberty. . . . Le t 
our money , instea d o f bein g throw n awa y a s heretofore , b e appro -
priated fo r school s and seminar s o f learning fo r ou r childre n an d youth . 
. . . Th e ray s o f ligh t an d knowledg e hav e bee n hi d fro m ou r view ; w e 
have bee n taugh t t o conside r ourselve s a s scarc e superio r t o th e brut e 
creation; and have performed th e most part o f American drudgery . Ha d 
we a s a  peopl e receive d one-hal f th e earl y advantage s th e white s hav e 
received, I  would def y th e government o f these United State s to depriv e 
us an y longe r o f ou r rights . .  . . They woul d driv e u s t o a  strang e land . 
But before I  go, the bayonet shal l pierce me through . Africa n right s an d 
liberty i s a subject tha t ough t t o fire the breast o f every free ma n o f colo r 
in these United States. 3 

Note he r us e o f "African " wi t h referenc e t o blac k peopl e an d th e 

liberation struggle . Prio r t o th e 1830s , th e t e r m "African " w a s use d t o 

denote al l peopl e o f Africa n descent . "African " w a s replace d i n th e 
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freed blac k community , in the early decades of the nineteenth century , 
with th e phras e "me n o f color " i n recognitio n o f th e perceive d an d 
real distance between African s wh o had attaine d a  degree o f freedom , 
education, an d entr y int o America n societ y an d African s wh o wer e 
still arrivin g directl y fro m th e continen t a s slaves , th e generation s o f 
slave me n an d wome n stil l in bondage , an d th e black poo r wh o wer e 
neither slav e no r free . I n 1833 , the ter m "colored " indicate d varyin g 
degrees o f mixe d racia l inheritance ; i t connote d a  genera l optimis m 
concerning th e potentia l fo r increase d participatio n b y th e freedme n 
in th e civi l life o f th e young nation . Seventee n year s late r th e Fugitiv e 
Slave Ac t woul d pu t a  den t i n tha t unreasonabl e optimism—unrea -
sonable give n th e continua l erosio n o f th e right s o f freedme n i n th e 
Northern state s from th e late 1700 s on . 

The moder n connectio n betwee n biolog y an d ideolog y i s peculia r 
to black/whit e rac e relation s i n bot h Europ e an d America . Stewart' s 
speech contains fragments o f that connection. For example, "O ye son s 
of Africa " wer e th e me n seate d befor e he r i n th e assembl y hall . The y 
were als o the "me n o f color " or "freedmen " i n her closin g statements . 
"Africans" wer e th e enslaved, though i t is not difficul t t o contend tha t 
she wa s als o referrin g t o thos e freedme n an d wome n caugh t i n th e 
chains o f poverty an d ignorance . 

One thin g i s mos t clea r fro m Stewart' s us e o f th e namin g conven -
tion tha t was curren t fo r thos e times . The black race in America o r th e 
United State s wa s no t monolithic . It s member s di d no t alway s shar e 
the same circumstance o r ideology. They did share , however, the sam e 
easily recognizable conditio n a s sons and daughter s o f Africa . 

The notion o f a  coherent black identity , particularly a s expressed i n 
the ideolog y o f commo n experienc e an d communit y centra l t o blac k 
studies, poses a  particularly importan t parado x i n the developmen t o f 
black studies . I t i s sometime s a s difficul t fo r som e blac k peopl e t o 
reconcile a s i t i s for th e majority o f white people . The reality o f unity -
in-blackness an d th e realit y o f difference s i n th e blac k experienc e d o 
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not emerg e i n obviou s pattern s o f caus e an d result . Whit e scholar s 
and polic y maker s frequentl y stres s th e difference s amon g blac k peo -
ple wh o ar e influence d b y geographi c location , locatio n i n th e labo r 
force, an d othe r materia l condition s o f black peopl e acros s th e Unite d 
States. That the two realitie s exis t side by sid e is often ignored . 

Whatever th e diversit y withi n th e blac k community , on e thin g i s 
fairly certain . Blac k studie s wa s firml y grounde d i n blac k urba n cul -
ture—primarily i n th e Northern an d Wester n Unite d States . Housto n 
A. Bake r recentl y note d tha t "sinc e Blac k Studie s wa s founde d a s a 
social, scholarly and pedagogica l enterpris e t o deal with black culture , 
I would hav e t o accoun t fo r th e relationshi p o f suc h studie s t o blac k 
urban culture . Blac k urba n culture , I  believe , provide d muc h o f th e 
impetus fo r Blac k Studies ' founding , an d surel y i n ou r ow n era , i t i s 
the locus o f quit e extraordinar y transnationa l creativ e energy/ ' 4 

The critics of black studie s made muc h o f the fac t tha t student s an d 
activists wer e frequentl y childre n o f th e blac k workin g clas s an d 
black bourgeoisi e whos e "culture " wa s remove d fro m impoverishe d 
Southern blac k culture , whos e member s stil l suffere d th e effect s o f 
generations o f Ji m Cro w an d th e lac k o f employmen t an d education . 
They wer e als o distance d fro m impoverishe d Norther n urba n blac k 
people, who seeme d t o be the off-campus focu s o f the young activists . 
Recent autobiographie s suc h a s Bren t Staples' s Parallel  Time demon -
strate clearl y tha t thes e presume d "cultural " differences , base d o n 
assumptions o f the determinin g powe r o f class , were quit e artificial . 

To thos e wh o equate d blac k urba n lif e wit h blac k pathology , th e 
Northern urba n blac k poo r wer e a n anathem a o n America n fait h 
in individua l achievemen t an d opportunity . The y wer e th e interna l 
immigrants wh o neve r seeme d quit e capabl e o f movin g ou t o f th e 
ghettos a s had generation s o f Europea n immigrant s befor e them . Th e 
"culture" tha t hel d the m i n th e chain s o f povert y neve r ha s bee n 
deemed worth y o f preservation b y th e dominan t culture . 

In orde r t o pu t thi s notio n o f unit y an d diversit y i n perspective , 
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let u s retur n t o ye t anothe r nineteenth-centur y exampl e tha t stil l i s 
instructive fo r th e present . Conside r fo r a  momen t a  compariso n o f 
perspectives fro m Sojourne r Trut h an d France s Elle n Watkin s Harpe r 
on the subject o f universal suffrage . Neithe r woman supporte d univer -
sal suffrage solel y on the basis of race alone. Each had he r own specifi c 
recommendation fo r extendin g th e vote . Bot h clearl y rejecte d th e 
equation o f Africanness wit h ignorance . 

Frances Harpe r wa s raise d a  literat e blac k woma n i n Baltimore' s 
free blac k community , an d Sojourne r Truth , i n he r ow n words , cam e 
"from anothe r field , th e countr y o f th e slave/ ' 5 Educatio n an d it s 
relationship t o the political participation o f black people clearl y mean t 
different thing s t o thes e women . T o on e i t wa s th e educatio n o f lif e 
and letters . To the other , i t was life' s lesson s engraved acros s the bac k 
as well a s the mind . 

To Harper , injustic e an d ignoranc e existe d i n both blac k an d whit e 
people, an d sh e favore d a  restricted suffrag e tha t woul d mee t th e tes t 
of universa l trut h an d justice . T o Sojourne r Truth , universa l suffrag e 
was t o be , a s it s nam e implied , ful l politica l participatio n an d repre -
sentation fo r all . Harper sustaine d a  position tha t advocated educatio n 
for socia l change . Fo r Sojourne r Trut h also , i t i s clear tha t th e righ t t o 
vote, eve n whe n enforce d an d exercised , doe s no t alway s brin g ful l 
representation o r the satisfaction o f particular needs . For both women , 
courage an d intelligenc e wer e necessar y i n th e figh t agains t injustice . 
To mak e a  cas e fo r th e differenc e i n politica l ideologie s betwee n th e 
women doe s no t i n an y wa y impl y tha t eithe r on e wa s les s awar e o f 
their collectiv e statu s a s black wome n i n a  dominan t cultur e tha t di d 
nothing but diminis h thei r humanity . 

It is absolutely critica l for al l teachers in black studies to understan d 
the history o f black intellectual production tha t led to its emergence a s 
a disciplin e i n universit y curricula . I t i s necessary t o se e tha t African -
centered though t i s historically muc h mor e tha n myth-makin g a  feel -
good curriculum . I t is the crux of much o f the paradox o f black histor y 
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and blac k cultur e an d i t i s th e sourc e o f it s uniquenes s an d strength . 
The focus o n Africa an d th e defining dialogue s o f community mus t b e 
seen a s explanator y element s i n blac k studie s tha t ar e eve n mor e 
important tha n "race/ 7 

It seem s t o me , mor e ofte n tha n not , tha t a  soli d cas e ca n b e mad e 
for th e territorialit y amon g blac k scholar s whe n i t come s t o blac k 
studies. Th e stresse s an d pressure s o f persona l bigotr y an d institu -
tionalized racis m ar e currentl y creatin g a  palpabl e rag e amon g blac k 
people tha t i s onl y furthe r inflame d b y th e currentl y fashionabl e de -
nial o f racis m an d race . A s I  a m frequentl y reminded , th e smarm y 
maunderings o f self-appointe d "goo d guys"-in-whit e ar e no t wel -
come amon g angr y blac k people . 

There i s als o th e issu e o f numbers . Ra y Winbush , th e Benjami n 
Hooks Professo r o f Socia l Justice a t Fis k University , say s tha t consid -
erations o f individua l privac y mak e i t difficul t fo r th e National Coun -
cil o n Blac k Studie s t o ge t accurat e number s o f blac k facult y i n blac k 
studies programs . H e estimate s a n averag e o f seve n blac k facult y i n 
state universitie s an d te n i n privat e universities . Davi d McBride , 
chairman o f th e Africa n an d Africa n America n studie s departmen t a t 
Pennsylvania Stat e University, estimate s th e percentage o f black stud -
ies facult y a t betwee n 1  an d 2  percen t o f al l libera l art s facult y i n 
most larg e universities , whic h i s probabl y ver y clos e t o Winbush' s 
estimate. Th e number s o f blac k facult y ar e minuscule , an d th e pro -
portions o f blac k facult y t o whit e facult y don' t chang e muc h whe n 
we loo k a t th e tota l facult y a t majo r universities . 

Rest assure d tha t I  a m no t suggestin g tha t al l blac k Ph.D/ s wan t 
to o r ough t t o teac h i n blac k studies . However , th e simpl e trut h i s 
that th e adven t o f blac k studie s brough t th e larges t numbe r o f blac k 
faculty int o whit e universitie s i n th e entir e histor y o f highe r educa -
tion. Althoug h I  woul d prefe r t o argu e fo r expande d budget s fo r 
black studie s program s an d department s tha n t o argu e th e colo r lin e 
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for blac k studie s faculty , I  realiz e tha t th e presen t gain s hav e bee n 
long i n coming , and difficul t i n th e making . So , what i s i t exactly tha t 
I think I  am doing ? 

I a m lookin g fo r a  specifi c plac e t o exercis e a  combinatio n o f his -
torical recor d an d live d experienc e t o groun d th e ac t o f teachin g 
black intellectua l histor y t o me n an d wome n i n universit y class -
rooms. I n doin g so , I  dar e t o hol d th e mirro r fo r th e "other/ ' recog -
nizing tha t th e fac e reflectin g bac k a t m e wil l mos t likel y be m y own . 
I d o no t approac h tha t tas k a s eithe r a  righ t o r a  privilege . I t is , a s I 
noted earlier , somethin g close r t o a  tota l commitmen t fo r whic h I 
have prepare d mysel f ove r man y years , an d wit h a  ful l understand -
ing o f th e difficultie s an d hig h hope s fo r th e opportunities . 

Thirty year s ag o I  would neve r hav e bee n compelle d t o writ e thi s 
essay. I  would hav e simpl y carve d ou t a  dat a se t o r a  serie s o f docu -
ments an d gon e t o wor k i n a  disciplin e wher e m y colo r o r th e colo r 
of m y "subjects " wa s incidenta l t o th e precept s o f th e disciplin e i n 
which I  would researc h an d teach . A t leas t I  would hav e bee n traine d 
to believ e tha t disciplinar y inquir y an d professiona l method s super -
seded an y questio n o f culturall y o r raciall y conteste d identity . Bu t 
times hav e changed . 

It is , I  believe , a  chang e fo r th e better . Experienc e tell s m e tha t 
even th e leas t astut e studen t ca n spo t a  phon y o r someon e wh o ha s 
no direc t experienc e wit h th e subjec t matter . I n Beyond  the  Culture 

Wars, Geral d Graf f call s academi c conflic t a  revitalizatio n o f Ameri -
can education . H e make s friend s wit h th e conflic t tha t come s wit h 
the inclusio n o f previousl y exclude d groups . O f thos e wh o refus e h e 
says, " I suspec t tha t th e teacher s wh o hav e reacte d [t o criticisms ] b y 
canceling thei r course s an d offerin g themselve s t o th e medi a a s help -
less victim s o f politica l correctnes s woul d hav e don e bette r t o sta y 
and argu e th e issue s with thei r students." 6 I  hope t o take tha t critical , 
crisis-driven spiri t o f inquir y int o m y ow n classroo m an d le t i t guid e 
and permeat e m y research . 

My las t though t i s tha t I  hav e alway s hope d t o b e abl e t o forg e 
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interracial br idge s t o critica l th inkin g an d h u m a n e actio n b y teachin g 

and wri t in g w h a t I  live . Ther e i s i n m e a n ol d yearn in g tha t I  hav e 

followed t o thi s plac e an d t ime , an d I  hav e no t bee n alon e i n recog -

nizing tha t tuggin g agains t th e grain , bel l hook s says , "Yearnin g i s 

the w o r d tha t bes t describe s a  c o m m o n psychologica l stat e share d b y 

m a n y o f us , cut t in g acros s boundar i e s o f race , class , gender , an d sex -

ual p r a c t i c e s . . . . th e yearn in g tha t well s i n th e hear t s an d m i n d s o f 

those w h o m [master ] narrat ive s hav e silence d i s th e longin g fo r criti -

cal v o i c e / ' 7 I  believ e tha t I  hav e foun d th e voice ; n o w w h a t I  see k i s 

a plac e an d a n audience . 

NOTES 

The titl e o f thi s essa y i s taken fro m th e las t fe w line s o f The  Fire Next Time.  I n 
those lines , James Baldwin leaves with us his own individua l visio n o f Ameri -
can redemption: "I f we—and no w I  mean th e relatively consciou s whites an d 
the relativel y consciou s blacks , who must , lik e lovers , insis t on , o r create , th e 
consciousness o f th e others—d o no t falte r i n ou r dut y now , w e ma y b e able , 
handful tha t w e are , t o en d th e racia l nightmare , an d achiev e ou r country , 
and chang e th e history o f the world. " 

1. Mar y E . Lanser , "Fro m Piggerie s t o Beggaries : Wes t Africa n Educatio n 
from th e B o School t o Structura l Adjustments—1890' s t o 1990's " (pape r pre -
sented t o th e twelft h annua l Pan-Africa n Studie s Conference , hoste d b y th e 
Midwest Associatio n fo r Pan-Africa n Studie s an d th e Africa n an d Africa n 
American Studie s Department , Pennsylvani a Stat e University, Apri l 1994) . 

2. Th e recen t publicatio n o f The  Bell  Curve  i s bu t on e i n a  lon g lin e o f 
nationally recognize d an d acclaime d reminder s tha t th e day s o f socia l Dar -
winism hav e no t ended , an d thu s th e aggressivel y defensiv e postur e o f man y 
black people ma y no t be a s overstated a s some o f us might wish t o believe. 

3. " A lectur e o n Africa n right s an d liberty " delivere d a t th e Africa n Ma -
sonic Hal l i n Boston , Februar y 27 , 1833 , in Maria  W.  Stewart:  America's  First 
Black Woman  Political  Writer:  Essays  and  Speeches,  ed . Marily n Richardso n 
(Bloomington: Indiana Universit y Press , 1987) , 59. 

4. Housto n A . Baker , Jr. , Black  Studies,  Rap  and  the  Academy  (Chicago : 
University o f Chicago Press , 1993) , 2. 

5. Ber t James Loewenberg an d Rut h Bogin , eds. , Black Women in  Nineteenth 
Century American  Life:  Their Words,  Their  Thoughts,  Their  Feelings  (Universit y 
Park: Pennsylvania Stat e University Press , 1976) , 238. 
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6. Geral d Graff , Beyond  the  Culture  Wars:  How  Teaching  the  Conflict  Can 
Revitalize American Education  (New York : W. W. Norton, 1992) , 9. 

7. bel l hooks , Yearning:  Race,  Gender,  and  Cultural  Politics  (Boston : Sout h 
End Press , 1990) , 27. 
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18 
Daughters o f th e Dust , the  White 

Woman Viewer, and the Unborn Child 

R E N E E R . C U R R Y 

The firs t feature-lengt h fil m i n theatrica l distributio n mad e b y a n Af -
rican America n woman , Daughters  of  the  Dust  (1992) , resound s wit h 
various discourse s o f journeying . Directo r Juli e Das h set s thi s fil m i n 
the remot e Se a Island s alon g th e coas t o f Georgia . Th e histor y o f th e 
slave trad e involvin g thes e Se a Islands intersect s wit h Dash' s concer n 
for Africa n America n journey s towar d origins . Thi s intersectio n pro -
vides th e settin g fo r bot h a  persona l an d a  metaphori c guid e t o ren -
dering an d readin g Africa n America n women' s lives : 

The genesi s o f th e ide a cam e fro m alway s hearin g m y fathe r bein g 
called a  Gee-chee and the n wanting t o do somethin g o n Gee-chee cul -
ture, which i s als o called Gullah... . I  also collected storie s fro m rela -
tives who came from th e area. I included som e of [m y mother's] recol-
lections o f folklor e . . . I  include d lot s o f my  father' s stories , an d my 
grandmother's on my father's side, and my aunts. Things that they used 
to say, I used as dialogue.1 

In thi s way , th e journe y o f makin g th e fil m name s th e persona l a s 
catalyst fo r researchin g an d embracin g th e historical . 

The discourse s use d t o spea k thi s particula r histor y reflec t wha t 
feminist literar y criti c Debora h E . McDowel l refer s t o a s a  recurren t 
motif o f th e journe y i n blac k women' s literature. 2 Preparatio n fo r 
journeying floods  th e on-scree n imager y i n Daughters  of  the Dust,  an d 
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discussions abou t journeyin g aboun d a s the Gulla h people s livin g o n 
the Se a Island s alon g th e coas t o f Georgi a mak e arrangement s fo r 
their emigratio n t o the North . 

When aske d i n an interview t o provide a  synopsis o f the film, Das h 
replied, 

It's abou t a  famil y that' s preparin g t o migrat e Nort h an d th e grea t 
grandmother i s trying to get them to remain on the island. The story is 
concerned wit h conflic t an d struggl e a s the family prepare s t o migrate 
North at the turn of the century. That's not a great synopsis. It's such a 
dense script.. . .  There are so many subplots that it's hard t o say that it 
is any one thing. To really make it simple, it's about a family of women 
who carry their cultural traditions into the future. These women carried 
scraps o f memorie s fro m th e past , and , then , the y carr y thes e sam e 
scraps of memory into the future. 3 

The fil m open s wit h fragmente d image s o f blue-stained hands , a  boa t 
landing, an d a  full y dresse d woma n risin g ou t o f th e water . Th e 
camera the n concentrate s lingering , medium-sho t gaze s o n thre e dif -
ferent women . Yellow Mar y an d he r companio n Trul a trave l i n a  boa t 
that stops to pick up Viola . Trula an d Viola , cousins, travel back to th e 
Sea Island s i n orde r t o witnes s th e passag e o f th e family' s migratio n 
North a s wel l a s t o facilitat e th e stayin g behin d o f th e great-grand -
mother, Nan a Peazant . Althoug h muc h travelin g an d man y journey s 
permeate th e narrativ e constructio n o f thi s film , I  wis h t o discus s a 
different journe y a s regard s Daughters  of  the Dust:  th e journeying ey e 
of th e whit e woma n viewe r a s i t survey s th e firs t featur e fil m mad e 
by a n Africa n America n woman . Thi s journe y entail s discussio n o f 
theoretical issue s suc h a s positionalit y a s wel l a s whit e women' s per -
sonal/political issue s such as fear, resistance , mastery, and psycholog -
ical safety . 

The precedin g descriptio n o f th e film' s openin g accuratel y high -
lights th e wome n picture d i n Daughters  of  the  Dust,  th e camer a tech -
niques, th e remot e settin g tha t instigate s th e journey , th e action , an d 
the movement o f the plot. However, Ton i Cade Bambara' s descriptio n 
of th e film' s openin g remind s m e t o transcen d th e genera l accuracie s 
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of m y "privileged " whit e gaze . Sh e immediatel y situate s mor e com -
plex axe s o f journey s define d b y politica l actio n an d a  particula r 
historical moment : 

We meet the Peazants in a defining moment— a famil y council . Demo-
cratic decision-making , a  righ t rippe d fro m the m b y slaver y an d re -
gained through emancipation, hallmarks the moment. The Peazants and 
guests gathe r o n th e islan d a t Ib o Landin g fo r a  picni c a t a  critica l 
juncture in history—they are one generation away from the Garvey and 
the Ne w Negr o movements , a  decad e shor t o f th e Niagara/NAAC P 
merger. They are in the midst of rapid changes; black people are on the 
move North , West , an d bac k t o Afric a (th e Oklahom a project , fo r in -
stance). Setting the story amid oak groves, salt marshes, and a  glorious 
beach i s not fo r th e purpose o f presenting a  nostalgic communit y i n a 
pastoral setting. They are an imperiled group. 4 

Bambara read s th e ofte n untol d an d eve r accumulatin g histor y o f 
enslavement an d it s consequence s i n th e mer e settin g o f Daughters  of 

the Dust, wher e I  had rea d mostl y visua l detail s o f the scene . 
Historian Margare t Washingto n Cree l point s ou t tha t th e predomi -

nantly African-bor n slave s brough t t o thes e Se a Island s originate d 
from th e sam e part s o f Africa : th e Kongo-Angol a region , th e Liberia n 
Hinterland, th e Windward Coast , an d perhap s Uppe r Guinea. 5 View -
ing this film a s a white woman require s grappling with the particulari -
ties of slavery and origin s offered b y Bambara an d Creel . Viewing thi s 
film a s a  whit e woma n require s grapplin g wit h assumption s abou t 
definitions o f Unite d State s involvemen t i n th e enslavemen t o f blac k 
peoples, about where slaver y occurre d i n the United States , and abou t 
generalizations regardin g slavery . Viewin g thi s fil m studiousl y re -
quires replacin g assumption s an d generalization s wit h a n immersio n 
into particula r historica l an d representationa l detail s onl y recentl y 
uncovered an d mad e availabl e b y historians , anthropologists , lin -
guists, literar y critics , an d fil m scholar s workin g o n th e histor y o f 
enslavement an d it s consequences i n the United States . 

The viewin g become s eve n mor e complicate d fo r a  whit e woman , 
because while trying to study th e accuracies o f history, while trying t o 
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shift th e weigh t o f whitenes s s o tha t I  can se e an d attemp t t o under -
stand ne w particular s regardin g slavery , I  must als o remai n awar e o f 
Julie Dash' s rol e a s practitione r o f cinemati c artistry . Daughters  of  the 

Dust i s not a  documentary; i t is a fiction, bel l hooks reminds u s tha t 

one o f th e majo r problem s facin g blac k filmmaker s i s th e wa y bot h 
spectators and , often , th e dominant cultur e want t o reduce us to some 
narrow notio n o f "real " or "accurate. " And i t seems to me tha t on e of 
the groudbreakin g aspect s o f Daughters  of  the Dust, because i t trul y i s 
a groundbreakin g film , i s it s insistenc e o n a  movemen t awa y fro m 
dependence on "reality," "accuracy," "authenticity," into a realm of the 
imaginative.6 

All viewer s o f Africa n America n fil m mus t wor k t o separat e fictio n 
from history , but whit e viewers mus t firs t car e to know tha t a  particu -
lar history , albei t one to be separated fro m fiction , exists . 

When accountin g fo r suc h discrepancie s i n viewin g between whit e 
women an d blac k wome n viewers , Alil e Sharo n Larki n fault s Holly -
wood's contro l o f the black image a s well as white women's participa -
tion i n reaping "th e benefits o f white supremacy, " a  white supremac y 
that allow s an d encourage s a n "ahistorica l approac h toward s Blac k 
women."7 My white woman' s ey e travels Julie Dash's film wit h a  len s 
that differ s fro m Ton i Cad e Bambara's , an d thi s essa y set s ou t t o 
explore th e difference s o f thi s journeying whit e ey e an d th e implica -
tions o f these differences . 

Journeying an d travelin g prov e distinctl y apropo s trope s whe n 
discussing th e Se a Islan d peoples , becaus e thes e people s associate d 
the concept o f traveling with spiritua l transformation : 

The mos t importan t indicatio n o f spiritua l transformatio n wa s th e vi -
sion or travel  as interpreted by the spiritual parent. "Thi s word travel," 
wrote one Methodist missionary,  "is one of the most significant i n their 
language, and comprehends al l those exercises, spiritual, visionary an d 
imaginative which make up an 'experience/ " 8 

The ey e o f th e whit e woma n viewe r certainl y mus t undertak e a  spiri -
tual a s wel l a s a n intellectua l an d emotiona l transformatio n i n orde r 
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to experience thi s film wit h an y sens e o f the integrity with whic h Juli e 
Dash mad e it . 

The motif o f the spiritual transformation provide s a  theme commo n 
to blac k wome n writers . Debora h McDowel l describe s th e blac k fe -
male's journey a s "par t o f an evolutionary spiral , moving from victim -
ization t o consciousness." 9 However , Das h revise s thi s explanatio n o f 
the Africa n America n woman' s journe y b y eradicatin g th e victimiza -
tion: "Specifically , I  focus o n intragrou p relationships , rathe r tha n o n 
images o f Blac k wome n a s victim s o f th e outsid e worl d that' s im -
pacting o n them." 10 B y emphasizin g th e variation s o f choice s mad e 
by individua l wome n i n th e film , Daughters  of  the  Dust  expand s an d 
problematizes th e journey a s motif i n black literatur e an d film . 

As journey s differ , s o d o viewin g experiences . I n he r boo k The 

Making of  the Daughters of  the Dust, Das h privileges thre e audiences fo r 
the film : "blac k wome n first , the n th e blac k communit y an d whit e 
women."11 Privilege d b y invitation , m y viewin g journe y als o flaunt s 
the so-calle d privileg e afforde d m e by m y whiteness . Thi s "privilege " 
has a s it s foremos t consequenc e m y blindnes s t o th e particular s oc -
curring i n black women's live s and i n thei r art . 

As I  made m y journey towar d a n accurat e an d responsibl e viewin g 
of th e film , i t becam e clea r tha t conten t a s wel l a s historica l an d 
theoretical contex t required furthe r research , because m y position a s a 
white woma n researche r o f blac k ar t itsel f neede d study . Ironically , 
African American s hav e writte n th e accumulating , bu t stil l minute , 
body o f work regardin g th e white woman a s reader an d viewe r o f th e 
black text . Barbara Smit h rail s agains t tha t specialize d "lac k o f know -
ing" practiced b y th e white woma n an d suggest s tha t sh e read wit h a 
sense o f her privilege , not a s a  favor t o black women, but a s a  favor t o 
herself.12 When white criti c Minrose Gwin suggest s that white wome n 
learn t o rea d ourselve s i n blac k women' s text s a s whit e other, 13 Bar -
bara Christian quickly says no—read a s a white woman.  Why turn int o 
"otherness" th e stronges t connectio n w e have? 14 An d Ton i Morriso n 
suggests tha t alon g wit h th e continue d stud y o f racism' s impac t o n 
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African Americans , w e shoul d stud y "th e impac t o f racis m o n thos e 
who perpetuat e it." 15 Th e varie d message s t o whit e wome n hav e a 
clear theme : rea d wit h a n ey e t o persona l an d institutionalize d privi -
lege and wit h a n awarenes s o f personal blind spots . 

White women mus t rea d black texts to learn—if no t t o fully under -
stand—what whitenes s means to black people and to learn that white -
ness exists . An d yet , anothe r tas k exists—tha t o f discoverin g wha t 
whiteness mean s t o whit e people . White , a s racia l nomenclature , ha s 
constituted a  given , a n entit y neve r t o underg o scrutiny ; whit e ha s 
been equate d wit h th e stat e o f bein g human . Readin g wit h a n ey e t o 
one's ow n whitenes s mean s penetratin g tha t blinding aur a o f years o f 
racial ignorance . Judith Levin e writes tha t 

Whiteness i s the most obscure difference o f all—because i t is not con-
sidered a difference. Even to radical white American thinkers, whiteness 
has long assumed th e status o f normalcy; like heterosexuality, i t is the 
center around which everything else moves, the standard agains t which 
the other is inferior, deviant , exotic, or simply noteworthy.16 

She note s furthe r tha t onc e w e nam e whitenes s an d witnes s i t i n 
ourselves and others , we can begin to participate differently i n conver -
sations abou t rac e relations . "Race " the n wil l constitut e mor e tha n 
"just somethin g tha t happen s t o someon e else , th e peopl e wit h 
'race/ " 1 7 

Levine ultimatel y deem s i t necessar y fo r whit e peopl e t o rejec t 
whiteness, t o unloa d i t lik e a  burdensome, ye t unnamed , knapsack . I 
aggressively vee r awa y fro m thi s viewpoin t becaus e I  d o no t believ e 
that a  rejection o f whiteness i s necessary, possible , or desirable . Whit e 
people subjectin g ourselve s t o self-hatre d and/o r incapacitatin g guil t 
furthers n o conversation . Bu t recognizin g th e burden s an d th e free -
doms of the knapsack calle d whiteness, and doin g something differen t 
with thi s burden/privilege—shiftin g th e wa y w e carr y th e burde n 
and sharin g th e freedom s i t contains—provok e ne w conversation s 
and ne w arguments . 
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This task seem s to belong t o al l white people , but fo r whit e wome n 
who wan t mor e tha n a  rhetorica l connectio n wit h al l women, th e tas k 
becomes mor e immediate . White women d o no t hav e t o wait fo r thei r 
oppression b y whit e me n t o be lifte d i n orde r t o practice carryin g ou r 
whiteness differently . W e d o no t hav e t o prioritiz e ou r wor k i n thi s 
way. I t is important t o remember tha t "Blac k women d o no t necessar -
ily se e th e Blac k mal e a s patriarcha l antagonis t bu t fee l instea d tha t 
their racia l oppressio n i s 'shared ' wit h men." 18 Wha t whit e wome n 
need t o understand i s that "Wher e we have foregrounded on e antago -
nism in our analysis , we have misunderstood another , and thi s is mos t 
dramatically illustrate d i n th e application s o f th e notio n o f patriar -
chy."19 The white woman's positio n has not alway s been a  compatibl e 
one o r a  safe on e for black women t o share . 

What Das h trie s t o captur e o n scree n i s a  spac e saf e fro m white -
ness/normalcy. "Blac k women' s effort s t o fin d a  voice hav e occurre d 
in a t leas t thre e saf e spaces . On e locatio n involve s Blac k women' s 
relationships wit h on e another . . . . i n Blac k churche s . . . o r i n Blac k 
women's organizations." 20 Neve r befor e ha s cinemati c spac e bee n 
depicted a s saf e spac e fo r Africa n America n blac k wome n t o gather . 
"Institutions controlle d b y th e dominan t grou p suc h a s schools , th e 
media, literature , an d popula r cultur e ar e th e initia l sourc e o f exter -
nally defined , controllin g images." 21 Das h break s thi s traditio n b y 
usurping medi a spac e fo r th e saf e expressio n o f blac k women . Sh e 
removes the m fro m whiteness , o r rathe r sh e neithe r recognizes , situ -
ates, nor comment s on any totally non-black women. She centers black 
women's experiences , arguments, laughter, ethics , and behavior a s th e 
sole motivatio n fo r th e fil m an d it s narrative . Th e onl y whitenes s 
present o n screen belongs to Trula, a  light-skinned, red-haire d Africa n 
American whos e entir e sit e invites interrogation : I s she lesbian? I s sh e 
white? Th e onl y whitenes s presen t serve s t o provoke question s abou t 
its position, it s look, its nature, its definition, an d it s fixity . 

The mer e ac t o f centerin g th e speakin g blac k wome n i n he r film , 
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complicated b y th e ac t o f havin g the m spea k Gullah , i s a  radica l 
departure fro m th e wa y blac k wome n hav e traditionall y bee n por -
trayed o n screen . 

Usually non-white o r female other s are positioned a s visibly and unal -
terably differen t an d a s silenced , exclude d fro m language . Unheard , 
these others are seen as weaker and mor e primitive, yet as threatening 
and powerfu l a s well . In thes e case s where th e racial , colonial , or na -
tional other i s actually heard i n mainstream films , her o r his speech is 
usually a n incomprehensible babel , part o f th e background, a  block of 
sound. Because we cannot understand her or him, we are sure that s/h e 
is relativel y unimportant . Onl y t o th e degre e tha t s/h e adopt s th e 
language of the dominant culture is s/he grante d "th e status of speech 
as an individual property right/' 22 

Dash move s both th e physical presence o f the black woman a s well a s 
this issu e o f languag e t o th e forefron t o f th e film . Th e languag e thes e 
women i n Daughters of the Dust spea k is not babel; rather, i t constitute s 
a languag e i n nee d o f preservation , a  languag e tha t full y expresse s a 
particular culture , a  particula r historica l moment . Thes e wome n d o 
not spea k backgroun d noise . Dash foreground s th e issu e o f languag e 
and th e peopl e attache d t o i t b y usin g thi s fil m a s th e historica l 
monument raise d t o honor th e Gullah women . 

The whit e viewe r immediatel y recognize s tha t Gulla h i s not babel . 
And, althoug h thi s languag e migh t a t firs t see m designe d t o margin -
alize whit e people , i n fact , durin g th e nineteent h century , suc h a 
critical mass o f black people s spok e Gulla h i n th e Se a Island are a tha t 
white peopl e als o learne d it , makin g Gulla h th e dominan t for m o f 
language i n this area : 

In the lopsided demographic circumstances of the lowcountry nearly all 
whites necessarily had much contact with blacks, but many blacks had 
only limited contact with whites. The Waccamaw planters by and large 
learned to talk like their slaves rather than expecting their slaves to talk 
like them... . Norther n an d Englis h visitor s rarel y faile d t o not e th e 
extent t o which the planters, outnumbered nin e to one by their slaves , 
absorbed elements of Gullah.23 



Daughters of  the Dust 343 

Julie Das h approximate s th e positio n experience d b y th e whit e colo -
nizer o f th e nineteent h centur y fo r he r whit e audienc e b y demandin g 
that suc h audience s negotiat e a n understandin g o f th e Gulla h lan -
guage. 

By "position/' I  mean what Homi Bhabha means when he describe s 
the "reinforcin g an d contradictor y effect s 'class , gender , ideology , 
different socia l formations , varie d system s o f colonization , etc. ' hav e 
on people." 24 Accordin g t o Bhabha , thes e reinforcement s an d contra -
dictions suppor t th e wa y powe r make s itsel f know n i n discours e 
both throug h opposition s between "black " an d "white " discourse an d 
through interconnection s experience d b y th e colonize r an d th e colo -
nized.25 I n othe r words , Das h re-create s Gulla h a s a  sit e o f intercon -
nectedness betwee n colonizer s an d colonized . Sh e position s th e lan -
guage, not onl y a s that language mos t like African languages , but als o 
as that languag e onc e an d stil l share d b y peoples , black an d white , of 
the Sea Islands . 

Along wit h Gullah , whic h serve s a s a n over t articulato r o f th e 
journey, Juli e Das h provide s a n encode d languag e syste m tha t als o 
speaks o f th e women' s journeys : th e languag e o f hair . A  substantiv e 
instance o f viewin g lik e a  whit e woma n fro m a  so-calle d privilege d 
position i s watching Daughters  of  the Dust wit h th e assumption tha t al l 
women's attir e i n fil m matter s t o th e degre e tha t i t cinematicall y 
denotes class , sexua l attitude , locale , persona l taste , tim e period , o r 
self-esteem. Viewer s hav e bee n traine d t o decod e th e costume s o f 
cinematic character s i n orde r t o quickl y ascertai n th e type s o f peopl e 
involved i n the plot. Dash writes tha t she particularly wante d t o mak e 
a film fro m a n Afrocentric poin t o f view righ t dow n t o the costuming . 
When pressed fo r particulars , she says , 

Like th e "doo-rag " o n th e hai r an d ho w it' s tied . .  .. Th e wa y w e 
approached i t wa s t o d o a s you r mothe r did—an d a s di d he r mothe r 
before her . So , i t woul d b e tie d i n a  muc h differen t wa y tha n wha t 
popular America n cultur e woul d allo w u s t o se e it . Th e manner s i n 
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which African wome n ti e their heads with scarve s has differen t mean -
ings.26 

I di d no t notic e th e intricacie s o f th e doo-rag s eithe r th e firs t o r th e 
second tim e I  watched th e film . M y positio n a s a  whit e woma n ren -
dered m e no t onl y unknowing , bu t als o unawar e o f m y lack . I n 
researching th e meanin g o f thes e "doo-rags, " I  listene d t o Das h tel l 
bell hook s tha t sh e designe d th e doo-rag s "a s you r mothe r did. " Th e 
"your" doe s no t refe r t o m y mother , an d Das h thereb y render s m e 
motherless, withou t birthrigh t t o thi s information . Th e detail s onl y 
become discernibl e onc e I  choos e t o brea k th e aur a o f blin d whit e 
privilege wit h a  genuin e sens e o f curiosity . Upo n studyin g th e small -
est element o f the costuming , I  realize tha t I  have no t viewed thi s fil m 
with muc h clarity . Havin g t o b e tol d b y someon e els e t o loo k a t th e 
invisible, i n th e for m o f quit e visibl e doo-rags , trigger s th e nee d an d 
the creation o f an entir e new context . 

The question come s up a t this point whether certai n black member s 
of th e audienc e migh t als o lac k th e experienc e t o recogniz e th e semi -
otic resonances o f th e doo-rag s i n Daughters  of  the Dust. Th e answer i s 
yes, o f course , an d thi s answe r reveal s th e problemati c tha t whit e 
positioning transcend s th e notio n o f white-skinne d an d instea d be -
comes occupiabl e thinkin g space . Certai n area s o f whit e lac k ma y b e 
traversed b y al l people s o f color . Further , certai n area s o f whit e ful -
fillment ma y b e traverse d b y al l peoples o f color . Whit e ski n signifie s 
only th e likelihoo d o f lack , no t it s inevitability . An d sinc e thi s space , 
like an y "position, " merel y constitute s thinkin g spac e tha t ma y b e 
occupied, thi s position ma y be shed o r moved through . 

Although seemingl y a  mino r detai l o f th e film , mor e suite d t o a 
discussion o f th e developmen t o f a  period piec e tha n a s a  politica l o r 
semiotic challenge , th e doo-ra g an d th e "politic s o f th e hairdo" 27 

speak volume s abou t th e imag e o f blacks i n thi s country . I n hi s essa y 
"In th e Kitchen, " Gate s remark s tha t "th e mos t importan t thin g abou t 
our gas-equippe d kitche n was tha t Mama use d t o do hair there." 28 H e 
describes i n detai l th e proces s tha t wome n wen t throug h i n hi s Ma -

344 
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ma's kitche n i n orde r t o ge t thei r hai r straightened . H e provide s th e 
history o f straightenin g blac k hai r an d name s Madam e C . J . Walker , 
"the woman wh o invente d th e process o f straightenin g kink y hair." 29 

He als o provide s al l th e name s embedde d i n blac k cultur e fo r thes e 
products, product s no t sol d t o whit e peopl e i n thi s country . Gate s 
says, 

I used all the greases, from sea-blu e Bergamot and creamy vanilla Duke 
(in its clear jar with the orange-white-and gree n label) to the godfathe r 
of grease , th e formidabl e Murray's . Now , Murray' s wa s som e serious 
grease. Wherea s Bergamo t wa s lik e oil y jello , an d Duk e wa s viscou s 
and sickly sweet, Murray's was light brown and hard.  Hard as lard and 
twice as greasy, Daddy used to say. Murray's came in a orange can with 
a press-on top . It was so hard tha t som e people would pu t a  match to 
the can, just to soften th e stuff an d make it more manageable. Then, in 
the lat e sixties , when Afro s cam e int o style , I  used Afr o Sheen . Fro m 
Murray's t o Duk e t o Afr o Sheen : tha t wa s my  progressio n i n blac k 
consciousness.30 

These product s ar e no t simpl y products ; rather , the y represen t cul -
tural consciousnes s i n a  capitalisti c society . Thes e product s ar e wha t 
the cultur e sol d it s peoples , o r certai n o f it s peoples, i n orde r t o mak e 
them presentable , in order t o "straighten" the m out . 

Gates goe s o n t o discus s "rags " an d "do-rags. " (Das h an d Gate s 
spell "do(o)-rags " differently) . H e say s peopl e als o wor e "  'rags' — 
cloths o r handkerchiefs—aroun d thei r head s whe n the y slep t o r 
played basketball . Do-rags , the y wer e called . Bu t th e resul t wa s 
straight hair , wit h jus t a  hin t o f wave . N o curl." 31 Th e histor y o f th e 
signification o f doo-rags , firs t wor n b y earl y slave s an d stil l wor n 
by contemporar y basketbal l players , mark s a  comple x an d evolvin g 
attitude towar d "straightening. " A  whit e person , o r an y perso n occu -
pying a  whit e position , mos t likel y woul d no t recogniz e thi s doo-ra g 
as a  signifie r o f whitening ; h e o r sh e see s th e doo-rag , i f a t all , a s 
unremarkable adornment . 

Patricia Hil l Collin s discusse s th e issu e o f hai r an d hai r ritual s 
among wome n i n th e Africa n America n community . Sh e cite s a n 
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excerpt fro m historia n Els a Barkle y Brown' s wor k t o poin t ou t th e 
storytelling an d th e ritual s associate d wit h th e doin g o f hai r i n th e 
black community : 

Except fo r specia l occasion s mam a cam e hom e fro m wor k earl y o n 
Saturdays. Sh e spen t si x day s a  wee k mopping , waxin g an d dustin g 
other women' s house s an d keepin g ou t o f reac h o f othe r women' s 
husbands. Saturday nights were reserved for "taking care of them girls" 
hair an d th e tellin g o f stories . Some o f whic h include d a  recitation of 
what sh e ha d endure d an d ho w sh e ha d triumphe d ove r "folk s tha t 
were lower than dirt" and "no-goo d snake s in the grass." She combed, 
patted, twiste d an d talked , sayin g thing s whic h woul d hav e embar -
rassed or shamed her at other times.32 

Julie Das h refer s t o a  scen e tha t di d no t mak e i t into th e film , a  scen e 
about hair : "An d anothe r scen e tha t w e didn' t ge t a  chanc e t o shoo t 
was th e family hairbraide r braidin g th e map o f thei r journey north , i n 
the hair design , on a  woman's head/ ' 3 3 

The white woman viewer mus t look through a  different len s for th e 
history o f th e Africa n America n woman , a  len s capabl e o f framin g 
both historica l an d semioti c particularities . Das h offer s th e metapho r 
of Gulla h a s a n over t exampl e o f th e man y languages , visua l an d 
aural, tha t spea k thi s history . Sh e provides th e sig n o f th e doo-ra g a s 
an encode d semioti c chronicle r o f blac k women' s journeys . Finally , 
Dash als o offer s a n intriguin g visua l an d aura l cinemati c sit e a s th e 
political spac e mos t i n nee d o f negotiatio n amon g feminis t women — 
that o f the Unborn Child . 

Giving voic e an d cinemati c substanc e t o a n Unbor n Chil d i n a  fil m 
about wome n an d directe d b y a  woman come s treacherousl y clos e t o 
the feminist issu e that, according to bell hooks, never yielded th e sam e 
currency t o whit e an d blac k women—th e issu e o f abortion , hook s 
claims tha t fo r whit e women , abortio n stand s ou t a s the  reproductiv e 
rights issue , overshadowin g issue s o f sterilization , race , an d clas s i n 
the women' s movement. 34 Das h give s voice t o th e Unbor n Chil d a s a 
way o f soundin g thi s volatil e sit e o f discourse . Th e sit e house s a n 
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intersection amon g th e belief s o f th e Africa n ancestor s abou t th e 
power o f th e Unborn , th e belief s o f whit e feminist s regardin g repro -
ductive rights , and th e current needs and aspiration s o f African Amer -
ican women artists . 

The sit e o f th e Unbor n Chil d make s m e personall y uncomfortabl e 
for th e exac t reason s tha t Das h want s t o mak e me , a  whit e woma n 
feminist, uncomfortable . Th e Unborn Chil d resurrect s numerous fear s 
associated wit h th e politic s o f abortion , reproduction , an d women' s 
primacy a s mothers : th e fea r tha t th e "pro-life " movemen t coul d an d 
would us e thi s materia l a s a n affirmatio n o f lif e a t al l stage s i n th e 
womb; th e fea r o f th e potentia l o f an y an d al l abortio n politic s t o 
divide women on e from another ; the fear tha t women ar e indeed mor e 
different fro m on e anothe r tha n the y ar e simila r an d tha t th e desir e t o 
bear childre n provide s th e differin g mark ; th e fea r tha t th e variou s 
heritages t o whic h wome n pledg e allegianc e may , i n fact , bea r a 
stronger pul l o n wome n tha n d o thei r contemporar y wome n peers ; 
and, ultimately , tha t an y sho w o f divisivenes s amon g wome n regard -
ing abortio n right s migh t brin g dow n al l th e gain s tha t feminist s (o f 
all race s an d genders ) hav e accomplishe d i n thi s are a ove r th e pas t 
few decades . Juli e Dash' s Unbor n Chil d bear s th e burde n o f thes e 
fears, an d i t i s t o Dash' s credi t tha t sh e flaunts  th e fear s befor e al l 
women, bu t particularl y whit e women , s o tha t w e name , define , an d 
begin to negotiate thi s fear befor e i t overwhelms us . 

The narratin g discours e o f th e journeyin g Unbor n Child , whil e i t 
provides a  representatio n o f fea r fo r som e viewers , als o provide s 
another lin k i n Juli e Dash' s concer n wit h th e journe y towar d origin s 
as both a  persona l an d a  metaphori c guid e t o th e film . Nan a Peazan t 
calls o n th e Unbor n Chil d bein g carrie d b y Eul a t o hel p he r an d 
the famil y member s wit h th e departure . Th e film' s directo r respond s 
cinematically t o thi s cal l b y usin g th e voic e o f th e Unbor n Chil d a s 
narrator fo r part s o f th e film , thereb y introducin g a  discours e o f th e 
journeying unborn : " A remembe r d e cal l of my gre a g randmudda . . . . 
A remembe r d e journe y hom e . . . A  remembe r d e lon g wal k t a d e 
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family graveyard , t a de house tha t A would b e born i n , . . . t a de picni c 
site. A remember a n A recall/' 35 

This discours e i s a  particularl y intimat e an d autobiographica l on e 
for Das h herself . I n th e preproductio n day s o f th e fil m sh e foun d 
herself pregnant : 

I had to quickly make a decision as to what I was going to do. I had two 
choices—to pu t of f th e production fo r a t leas t another yea r o r to have 
an abortion . I  mad e my  decisio n t o g o forwar d wit h th e filmin g o f 
Daughters. I flew back to Atlanta to have the abortion. This was a painful 
decision man y wome n hav e had t o face , especiall y wome n wh o mus t 
rely on their physical as well as mental stamina t o perform profession -
ally. Unfortunately, man y women d o not have the same options tha t I 
had. A t leas t I  could stil l make a  choice. Daughters  woul d becom e th e 
child that I would bear that year.36 

The discours e o f th e Unbor n Child , then , whil e ofte n centra l t o th e 
structure an d th e narratio n o f th e film , als o serve s a s politica l an d 
autobiographical journeying fo r Das h hersel f throug h th e making o f a 
film. 

The for m an d conten t o f th e makin g o f thi s fil m coalesc e i n th e 
narrative desig n o f th e Unbor n Child . A s th e sit e o f Dash' s persona l 
and politica l decisio n t o abor t he r ow n child , th e fil m simultaneousl y 
provides a n admissio n tha t th e Unbor n Chil d ha s a  voice . A s such , 
this sit e defers t o the ritual s an d religion s o f Dash' s Africa n ancestors . 
Aborting th e chil d doe s no t mea n silencin g th e belie f tha t th e chil d 
had a  voice; indeed, sh e gives i t a  voice in her film . Aborting th e chil d 
does no t mea n buying int o white culture's—particularl y feminis t cul -
ture's—fear tha t givin g voic e t o a n unbor n chil d woul d accor d th e 
child statu s a s a  viable life , thereby constitutin g admissio n t o murder . 
But thi s sit e i s no t a  contradictor y plac e fo r Dash . I t i s a  unifyin g 
place, a  plac e wher e lif e structure s mee t an d interact— a plac e tha t 
gives birth t o art . 

According to Patricia Hill Collins, "White feminist wor k on mother -
hood ha s faile d t o produc e a n effectiv e critiqu e o f elit e whit e mal e 
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analyses o f Blac k motherhood." 37 Whit e wome n hav e collude d i n 
allowing th e stereotype s o f th e mammy , th e welfar e mother , an d th e 
matriarch t o stan d strong . Bu t man y othe r type s o f motherhoo d hav e 
occurred i n th e Africa n America n community . "Bloodmothers " an d 
"othermothers" provid e whateve r car e th e communit y childre n need . 
"Grandmothers, sisters , aunts , o r cousin s ac t a s othermother s b y tak -
ing o n child-car e responsibilitie s fo r on e another' s children." 38 Thus , 
in Dash' s film , th e stron g bond s betwee n th e Unbor n Chil d an d th e 
grandmother spea k a  truth abou t othermother s an d th e nonreificatio n 
of the biological mother . Th e biological fathe r i n Daughters  of  the Dust, 

Eli, has concerns abou t hi s connection t o the Unborn Child , given tha t 
Eula, his wife , wa s raped . However , Nan a trie s t o dissuad e hi m fro m 
these concerns : 

Nana: The ancestors and the womb are one. Call on your ancestors , Eli. 
Let them guide you. You need their strength. Eli, I need you to make 
the family strong again, like we used to be. 

Eli: How can you understand m e and the way I feel? This happened t o 
my wife. My wife! I don't feel like she's mine anymore. When I look 
at her, I feel I don't want her anymore. 

Nana: You can't give back what you never owned. Eula never belonged 
to you, she married you. 

Nana Peazan t refuse s t o participat e i n Eli' s confusio n abou t posses -
sion, ownership , an d fatherhood . 

Joan Raphael-Lef f tell s u s i n The  Psychological Processes of  Childbear-

ing tha t Africa n me n vie w thei r childre n a s achievements. 39 Sh e goe s 
on t o provid e informatio n tha t elucidate s Nan a Peazant' s belief s 
about th e wom b an d th e ancestor s bein g unified : 

In some cultures, conception i s believed t o be the resul t o f spiri t entry , 
magical impregnation, ancestor intervention or reincarnation necessitat -
ing various rituals and observances to ensure conception, and the safety 
of th e pregnancy , th e woman , he r bab y and/o r th e communit y a t 
large.40 



350 R E N E E R . C U R R Y 

Such perception s abou t th e fetu s o r unbor n chil d ar e no t peculia r 
to African-relate d communities . Man y culture s hav e varyin g belief s 
regarding conceptio n an d th e fetus : 

The Eastern Ojibw a mothe r o f Perry Island , Canada believe s her chil d 
learns in the womb from th e mother talkin g and teachin g it s soul an d 
shadow such information a s the habits of animals it would encounter as 
it grew u p . . . . Th e Arapesh o f New Guine a believe the baby sleep s in 
the womb until ready for birth, then dives out. The Iatmul head-hunters 
of the Great Sepik river believe an unborn child can hurry or delay and 
chooses its own time of birth. A Jewish folkloric belief holds that unborn 
babies know "everything " but a s the time of birth approaches , each is 
touched abov e th e uppe r li p b y th e Ange l Gabriel , whereupo n s/h e 
forgets al l previou s knowledg e bu t retain s foreve r th e imprin t o f hi s 
finger.41 

In he r wor k regardin g patriarcha l image s o f th e materna l voic e i n 
film, Kaj a Silverma n assert s tha t th e unbor n an d th e newbor n chil d 
have ofte n bee n portraye d a s trappe d insid e a  dangerou s enclosur e 
created b y th e materna l voice. 42 Interestingly , Das h break s for m wit h 
this imager y b y havin g th e Unbor n Chil d spea k fro m th e wom b i n 
narrative voice-overs . Th e technolog y o f fil m als o allow s Das h t o 
create th e spiri t o f th e unbor n chil d visually . Sh e look s abou t fiv e 
years old . Sh e runs throug h people' s bodie s i n th e film , an d sh e run s 
along th e beac h wit h th e wind . Dash' s Unbor n Chil d a s portraye d i n 
Daughters of  the Dust i s neither trappe d no r i n danger . Sh e has a  voic e 
of her own , a  voice strong enoug h fo r th e grandmothe r t o hear . 

The first tim e we hear th e voice of Eula' s Unborn Child , she tells u s 
a story . As a  raconteur , sh e i s positioned a s a  recollecto r eve n thoug h 
she has not ye t been born : 

My story begins o n the eve of my family' s migratio n North . My story 
begins before I  was born. My great grea t grandmother , Nana Peazant, 
saw her family coming apart. Her flowers to bloom in a distant frontier . 

The Unbor n Chil d speak s th e stor y a s he r own , a s th e stor y sh e ha s 
already bee n bor n into . Sh e i s possessiv e abou t th e story , evidence d 
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by th e plethora o f "my's" : "my family/ 7 "m y story, " "m y grea t grand -
mother." Thi s i s he r story . Sh e ha s a  stor y a s a n Unbor n Child . 
Interestingly, th e firs t specifi c relationshi p sh e discusse s i s tha t wit h 
her grea t grandmother , whic h support s he r awarenes s o f thi s signifi -
cant othermother . 

The secon d tim e th e Unbor n Chil d speaks , sh e tell s u s tha t "Nan a 
prayed an d th e old soul s guided m e into the New World. " Sh e know s 
exactly ho w sh e go t here . But th e "Ne w World " sh e refer s t o remain s 
ambiguous: the "Ne w World " coul d refe r t o America (a s learned fro m 
the ancestors) , o r i t coul d b e tha t sh e alread y exist s i n a  worl d an d 
that birth provides he r a  New Worl d t o exist in differently . 

The womb i s a  place i n thi s fil m fro m wher e th e Unborn Chil d ca n 
see faces an d ca n smel l odor s an d fragrances . Sh e has he r senses , an d 
her mother' s bod y doe s no t bloc k he r vie w a t all , nor doe s i t contai n 
her. Her spiri t leaves the mother' s body a t will (o r whim). She says, " I 
can stil l se e thei r faces , smel l th e oi l in th e wicke r lamps. " The wom b 
houses th e new an d th e old , and th e womb is , simultaneously, vessel , 
place, an d spirit . I t i s no t th e organic , biologica l construc t o f scienc e 
and medicine . 

This spiri t ca n als o b e see n b y others . Nan a Peazan t "sees " th e 
Unborn Child , bu t sh e see s he r mor e wit h he r intuitio n tha n wit h he r 
eyes. Mr. Snead , the photographer, see s the Unborn Chil d throug h hi s 
camera lens , whic h prove s a n interestin g gestur e o n Juli e Dash' s 
part—employing th e camer a a s sonographi c instrument . I n thi s ges -
ture, sh e let s u s kno w tha t th e camer a ca n serv e a s a  len s int o spac e 
that we migh t no t otherwis e see . 

The Unborn Chil d tha t we se e is not al l serious, wise, and beare r o f 
terrific weight . Sh e ca n b e quit e childlik e an d playful . Sh e admits , 
"I wa s travelin g o n a  spiritua l mission , bu t sometime s I  woul d ge t 
distracted." I n the film , sh e becomes childishl y distracte d b y a  catalo g 
picture o f a  stuffed to y bear . 

The en d o f th e fil m represent s th e Unbor n Child' s journe y a s th e 
most memorable , a s the highligh t o f th e movie . She traipses alon g th e 
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beach alone , on e wit h th e sand , wit h th e dus t o f th e beach , an d sh e 
stands alon e alon g th e horizon , emble m o f al l tha t i s past , present , 
and future , her e an d distant . Th e Unbor n Chil d i s o f he r parents , bu t 
also o f th e world . Sh e represent s th e eternall y Unborn , th e untouch -
able. And Das h makes her sturdy . Dash does not make her a n emble m 
of th e politica l right-to-life . I t i s no t tha t typ e o f lif e t o whic h Dash' s 
Unborn Chil d refers . Sh e is , rather , emble m o f th e spiri t tha t canno t 
be touched , harmed , o r forgotten ; th e spiri t tha t canno t b e remove d 
ever fro m th e past ; th e spiri t tha t passe s i n an d ou t o f thi s worl d b y 
choice. She serves as an emblem o f that which canno t be destroyed , o f 
the Africa n huma n spirit , o f tha t whic h simultaneousl y remain s be -
hind, but whic h als o grows "older , wiser , stronger/ ' 

Julie Das h sound s th e struggle s o f emigratin g people s i n orde r t o 
revitalize an d prolon g th e memor y o f journeying , becaus e he r lif e 
experience tell s her tha t the journeys migh t soo n be suppressed : 

when I  probed my  relatives for information abou t the family history in 
South Carolina , o r abou t ou r migratio n north t o New York , they wer e 
often reluctan t to discuss it . When things got too personal, too close to 
memories they  didn' t wan t t o reveal , the y woul d clos e up , pus h m e 
away, tell me to ask someone else.43 

Daughters of  the Dust invite s viewers , some white , some black, to kee p 
the journeyin g aliv e s o tha t w e to o ma y eternall y remai n i n th e Un -
born position o f growing older , wiser, and stronge r throug h ou r inter -
connected pasts , presents, and futures . 

In orde r t o respon d justl y t o th e invitatio n t o view Daughters  of  the 

Dust tha t Juli e Das h offer s whit e women , w e mus t vie w differentl y 
than w e hav e viewe d al l othe r previou s films . W e mus t admi t tha t 
this film provide s a  first, a  one-of-a-kind opportunit y t o star t anew , t o 
see wit h fres h eyes . Par t o f thi s admissio n mean s / / reading , , th e fil m 
with a n ey e toward historica l an d aestheti c particularitie s pertinen t t o 
the stud y o f variou s Africa n Americans . I t means doin g researc h an d 
returning agai n t o th e film . Admittin g th e nee d t o rea d (an d view ) 
anew an d t o rea d (an d view ) agai n mean s tha t th e whit e woma n 



Daughters of  the Dust 353 

viewer mus t problematiz e th e relationshi p betwee n th e man y Africa n 
Americans an d th e man y U.S . landscapes , mus t problematiz e th e 
relationship betwee n th e man y white s an d th e man y U.S . landscapes . 
It means shiftin g th e focu s o f racia l stud y towar d a  scrutiny o f white -
ness and lac k or a  scrutiny o f whiteness an d privilege , and awa y fro m 
the sol e study o f blackness an d oppression . 

Viewing anew also means a  release of mastery fo r th e white woma n 
viewer. Th e whit e woma n viewer , a s wel l a s man y othe r people s 
occupying a  simila r position , ha s neve r see n suc h a  fil m t o date , an d 
must leav e behin d certai n skill s mastere d i n th e viewin g o f previou s 
films. An y whit e woma n journeyin g towar d teachin g thi s fil m mus t 
consider he r positio n a s whit e woma n i n orde r t o provid e ampl e 
access t o th e fil m fo r he r students . Teachin g Dash' s Daughters  of  the 

Dust provide s a  singula r occasio n t o rais e issue s o f alterity , position -
ality, mastery, and whitenes s in the classroom, an occasion well wort h 
the personal an d politica l effort . 
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Ahmad, Aijaz , 289, 290 
AIDS, 55 
Akbar, Ak'im, 127 n 
Alabama, University of , 28 7 
Albrecht, Lisa, 51 
Alcoff, Linda , 30-3 1 
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Anti-Defamation Leagu e o f B'na i B'rith , 
128n 
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Asia: literature of , 71-7 2 
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Brown, Elsa Barkley, 28-29, 346 
Brown, Ruth, 269 
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3-7,14,18, 286-88 , 305; instructor's, 
156. See also Authenticity; Authority ; 
Expertise 

Creel, Margaret Washington , 33 7 
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136,138,150; and standpoin t epistemol -
ogy, 138-39; women with , 131-5 2 
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Ethnography, 9 , 71, 73, 75-80 
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Freud, Sigmund, 86,19 7 
Fuss, Diana, 207n, 209n 

Gallagher, Tess , 145 
Garcia, Mario T. , 28 
Garnet, Henry Highland : Address to  the 
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Guthrie, Tyrone, 9, 95 
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Historicism, 24 3 
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Hurston, Zor a Neale : Dust Tracks  on a 
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252-53; postcolonial, 12 ; professor's, 3 , 
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separatism, 24; rise of , i n higher educa -
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James, Stanlie M.: Theorizing Black Femi-
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Lauter, Paul , 249 
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sions of , 32-3 3 
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Levine, Robert S. , 13,17, 241-58, 360 
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Limon, Costa Rica , 294-306 
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Outsider: Essays and Speeches by  Audre 
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Muhammad, Khalid , 128 n 
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Palo Alto, 244-45 
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43,147-48; shifting subjectivities , 34 ; si-
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Pigmentation, 10 9 
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Pornography, 55 , 58, 272-73; class presen -

tation on , 59 
Positionality, 13-14 , 32, 343-46 
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