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Introduction: Identity Politics in the

College Classroom,

or

Whose Issue Is This, Anyway?

KATHERINE J. MAYBERRY

This collection is poised between a revolution and a counterrevolu-
tion. It emerges at a critical moment in American higher education—
when the momentum of liberalization that transformed higher educa-
tion in the second half of this century is decelerating in the face of
conservative forces seeking their own brand of transformation by the
opening of the next century. The story of the revolution begins fifty
years ago, with V] Day and the return of hundreds of thousands of
GlIs eager to receive their due and enter the elitist club of American
higher education. Their example was followed in the 1950s, 1960s,
and 1970s by veterans of Korea and Vietnam. Throughout this period,
the dramatic growth of public institutions helped convert higher edu-
cation from a privilege available to a few to a right accessible to all.
With the victories of the civil rights movement of the 1960s and
1970s, including affirmative action legislation, the growing student
population became increasingly diverse. In 1993, which may turn out
to have been the watershed of university diversity, minority enroll-
ment accounted for 26 percent of the total college and university un-
dergraduate enrollment.!

Wooed and welcomed into institutions where they nevertheless re-
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mained distinctly marginal, African Americans and other minorities
banded into campus communities whose badge of membership was
a particular marker of “otherness” —color, accent, physical character-
istics, and so forth. During this period, the term “identity” underwent
a telling reconceptualization, evolving from its 1960s association with
self-absorbed individualism a la Holden Caulfield to a signifier of
group affiliation. Identity was no longer a personal, individuating
matter, but a function of those phenomenological characteristics one
shared with others. As their numbers grew on campus, minority
identity groups began to articulate identity-based interests and sub-
mit identity-based demands that were, in many cases, met by admin-
istrations often unprepared to negotiate such delicate matters. The
speed and effectiveness of the revolution was indeed remarkable: in
the space of a generation, minority students saw those same identity
markers that had always guaranteed their powerlessness and under-
representation develop into sources of considerable influence and
control. With the formation of the first black studies program in 1969
at San Francisco State University, “identity politics” —the negotiation
of and for power derived from minority group affiliation—had be-
come an operating reality within American academia.

The opening of the university to minority groups clearly set the
stage for the phenomenon of identity politics. Less clear is the nature
of the relationship between the rise of identity politics and the con-
temporaneous development of poststructuralist thought. Whether
connected through causality or mere coincidence, the two movements
have a good deal in common: both live, move, and have their being
in the “deconstructability” of received truths, including, of course,
the canon of white Western knowledge. While there are also crucial
theoretical differences between the two, it is worth noting that the
iconoclastic operation of identity politics found friendly soil in the
irreverence of poststructuralist theory. Certainly, the simultaneous
development of both projects contributed to the creation of a univer-
sity climate in which knowledge, authority, and relationships are rou-
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tinely exploded, politicized, or, to use a popular neologism of the
1990s, problematized.

In a setting where little was safe from interrogation, where ideolo-
gies were discovered behind every brick and ivy leaf, it was only a
matter of time before white faculty—guardians of the now thor-
oughly problematized trinity of knowledge, authority, and tradi-
tion—were challenged. The most provocative of these challenges re-
volved around the issue of identity: within the last few years,
minority constituencies on campus have begun to scrutinize the rela-
tionship between professors’ identities (again, as determined by race,
sex, ethnicity, etc.) and their claims to professional authority and ex-
pertise. This debate over identity-based credibility (teaching what
you are versus teaching what you're not) is currently the most visible
expression of identity politics in higher education.

Until fairly recently, there were few grounds on which a profes-
sor’s authority could be impeached. Students might complain about
a course’s workload or a professor’s teaching style, or in egregious
cases about his or her professionalism (which more often involves
inappropriate behavior than questionable expertise); fellow scholars
might question the validity of a professor’s scholarship; but for the
most part, charges of pedagogical malpractice were unthinkable. The
recent demographic changes in student and faculty populations, the
radical revisions of canons and curricula, and the politicization of
identity, knowledge, and authority have changed all this, introducing
an identity-based definition of credibility as an entirely new precondi-
tion of professional authority.

As understood by the challengers, credibility goes beyond disci-
plinary expertise to include affiliational and experiential components;
one is a credible professor/scholar in a particular minority studies
field if one can claim origin and experience within that minority cul-
ture. The recent challenges to credibility are voiced by minority stu-
dents and professors alike, and they identify a variety of pedagogical
and scholarly offenses conceivable only within a context of politicized



KATHERINE J. MAYBERRY

identity. Those being challenged are for the most part white men and
women in the humanities and social sciences who teach and/or write
about identity groups that are not only different from their own, but
also historically oppressed by their own—for example, men teaching
women’s studies, whites teaching black studies, heterosexuals teach-
ing queer studies, and so on.

At a time when faculty are being accused of willfully ignoring ex-
ternal challenges to what they do and how they do it, these internal
demands for credibility have commanded their full attention. As the
essays in this anthology demonstrate, faculty are not dismissing the
credibility issue as an outrageous academic fad; on the contrary, they
are taking it very seriously, formulating a variety of positions on the
issue with fairness, intelligence, and probity. Teaching What You're
Not: Identity, Politics in Higher Education is a collection of these posi-
tions, composed by individuals at all levels of the professoriate:
prize-winning researchers, senior scholars, untenured professors, and
graduate students. Written from a wide variety of identity perspec-
tives, and in some cases impelled by firsthand experience with credi-
bility challenges, the essays in this collection are a testament to the
seriousness with which we take our teaching and the courage with
which we examine and learn from critiques of our performance.

The debate over credibility and identity that this volume documents
is taking place at a time when those demographic and ideological
forces that have transformed American higher education in the last
few decades are themselves meeting powerful challenges. With the
ink barely dry on new curricula, expanded canons, and minority club
charters, an educationally conservative political right is deploying its
supplies of Wite-Out wherever possible. The momentum of the multi-
cultural revolution is being counteracted by a conservative counter-
revolution with a formidable momentum of its own, in large part
driven by conservative lawmakers. To borrow the title of a recent
book on the subject, higher education is under fire.?
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The challenges aimed at higher education constitute a familiar lit-
any: tuitions are too high; faculty are lazy, arrogant, unaccountable,
and averse to undergraduate teaching; knowledge and truth have be-
come the handservants of political correctness; identity is replacing
expertise as a primary requirement for faculty appointments, and so
on. Many of the detractors of higher education have the political, fi-
nancial, and ideological wherewithal to act on these complaints: the
dramatic changes in state and national legislatures resulting from the
1992 elections have placed a fiscal ax in the hands of the detractors.
In perhaps the most staggering example, Republican governor
George Pataki of New York proposed a $290 million reduction (31.5
percent) in the budget of the state university system (ultimately re-
duced by the legislature to $185.6 million).3 At the federal level, the
vote in the House of Representatives to discontinue the national en-
dowments for the arts and humanities is only one of many sobering
symptoms of the country’s bad mood about higher education. The
defeat of affirmative action in California demonstrates the vulnerabil-
ity of the entire multicultural movement, as does the ease with which
educational conservatives were able to parody the principles of multi-
culturalism in the political correctness debate.

In short, the American university system is on the defensive, and
the current debate about identity politics is up for grabs as a weapon
in the struggle. On the one hand, university critics are perfectly capa-
ble of turning it, like multiculturalism, into a caricature of itself—
ludicrous measure of just how removed faculty have become from
the job of educating. On the other hand, those faculty involved in the
debate—and this includes those on both sides of the issue—could
use it as a means of demonstrating just how seriously faculties and
their universities take the job of teaching a highly heterogeneous stu-
dent population. Every contributor to this volume has put the issue
of identity politics to good use, in each case using it as a springboard
for examining his or her own motives, qualifications, and goals as
teachers and as scholars. The image of the professoriate that emerges
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from these essays powerfully belies the negative image currently cir-
culated by its critics.

One might expect a certain degree of defensiveness on the part of
those faculty whose credibility has been challenged. Surely for many
“majority” faculty, the charges electrifying the air of “minority” stud-
ies touch a nerve much more sensitive than that of professional credi-
bility. For those of us whose liberal political consciousness developed
during the same period that incubated multiculturalism and identity
politics, it is discomfiting to find ourselves identified as “them” in an
“us versus them” scenario. The dissonance between our self-image as
committed, card-carrying intellectual liberals and the challengers’
view of us as underqualified cultural colonizers begs for resolution.
In part, our responses to these challenges become the processes
through which we resolve this clamoring dissonance.

But the essays in this volume are about far more than self-justifi-
cation and conscience stroking: the issue—in some cases realized in
painful personal confrontations—has driven all the contributors, and
many more besides, to step back from their podium and ponder the
teaching role, to reconsider and in some cases redefine the goals,
methods, and informing ideological assumptions of undergraduate
teaching. If for no other reason, the current debate over identity poli-
tics is momentous because it has elicited this attention to the business
of teaching.

While identity politics may seem an unlikely catalyst for pedagogi-
cal review, it becomes quickly apparent to anyone interested in enter-
ing the debate that all responsible arguments must work from a clear
identification of what one hopes to achieve through teaching and
what methods are most likely to effect these goals. These do not
sound like revolutionary questions, yet too few of us—trained as dis-
ciplinary scholars rather than educators—have seriously entertained
them. Higher education is fortunate in its rich resource of dedicated
professors, yet many of the most dedicated have neglected to subject
their teaching to the same interrogations that have so dramatically
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altered what they teach and to whom. To reiterate a crucial point: the
current challenges to credibility are important to all of us because
they contain those interrogations and require us to review our per-
sonal missions as educators.

The essays in this anthology are written from a wide variety of iden-
tity interfaces: an African American man teaching feminist theory;
white men teaching women’s studies; a straight woman teaching les-
bigay material; white women teaching and writing about African
American history; an able-bodied woman teaching literature by
women with disabilities. The positions, strategies, and arguments
communicated in the essays are equally varied, as well as enor-
mously rich and comprehensive. As the anthology editor, I am grate-
ful for this richness, but it does make the job of organizing the essays
a challenging one and any principle of organization inevitably arbi-
trary. A reasonable model of classification is implied in the grammar
of the anthology’s title—Teaching What You're Not. The phrase im-
plies at least four questions: (1) what does teaching consist of? (2) who
is doing the teaching? (3) what is being taught? and (4) who is being
taught? Virtually all the essays address all these questions in some
way, but with varying emphases; it is according to the emphases that
the essays are grouped.

The essays in the volume’s first part, “Multiculturalist Pedagog-
ies,” report a variety of pedagogical strategies developed by profes-
sors teaching a multicultural canon in a multicultural classroom.
These essays allow us to observe how and to what end a progressive
(or to use bell hooks’s phrase, “transgressive”*) pedagogy emerges
from classrooms in which identities are mixed in some way. They
demonstrate as well how the multicultural classroom and canon have
expanded not only the objects of intellectual inquiry but also the
skills and methods taught in traditional liberal arts courses. Indeed,
for each writer, the subject matter of the course is as much a means
as an end—a tool through which certain widely applicable skills and
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perspectives can be developed. For Nancy ]. Peterson, teaching
American literature means more than teaching a particular set of lit-
erary texts and a particular critical idiom; it must aim as well to de-
velop in students a multicultural perspective from which they can
cooperate across divisive identity lines to effect social justice. Like
most of the contributors to this volume, Peterson unblinkingly ac-
cepts the inevitable entanglement of teaching and advocacy. She
teaches the skills of literary analysis not merely as tools for un-
packing some transcendent textual meaning, but as methods of inter-
rogation revealing the ideological foundation of representation —liter-
ary and otherwise. As Peterson’s experience teaching a Toni Morrison
course demonstrates, students are most likely to develop this per-
spective and these skills within a classroom that is a “learning com-
munity,” where dialogue replaces monologue.

Working within a very different disciplinary and identity context,
Barbara Scott Winkler is also concerned with building classroom
community as a means of achieving a “transformation of conscious-
ness” within her students. Winkler reports the strategies and method-
ologies she uses when teaching classes with a significant lesbigay
component, both in content and in student population. Importing the
feminist activist concepts of “coalition and alliance building” into her
teaching practice, Winkler demonstrates a pedagogical resourceful-
ness that is necessary to any teacher faced with the challenges of
identity politics; Winkler’s essay is the first of many in this volume
to demonstrate how the unprecedented circumstances of the contem-
porary college classroom are requiring faculty to look to unfamiliar
disciplines and practices for suggestions about negotiating its com-
plexities.

This resourcefulness is demonstrated as well by Janet M. Powers,
who borrows methodologies far removed from literary study to help
her maneuver in multicultural literature classes. Uncertain about her
own motives for teaching what she is not, Powers is disturbed by the
likelihood that her students will be influenced by her mode of “gaz-
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ing at skin, language, habits of conversation, music, ways of relating
that are different from my own.” By resorting to ethnographic theory
and practice in her classes, Powers believes she has at least partially
mitigated the polarization of identities inevitable in multicultural
classes.

The fourth essay in part 1 is a joint project written by a male pro-
fessor of political science and three of his students (two women and
a man) in a feminist political theory course. Challenged by students
and colleagues alike for teaching a feminist theory course, J. Scott
Johnson argues that professorial identity is no more or less an issue
in feminist courses than in any other course. The purpose of his polit-
ical theory course was not to enable a particular perspective capable
of drawing certain political conclusions, but rather to model a set of
skills that would allow his students to make reasoned judgments
about the strengths and weaknesses of feminism in general and of
specific feminist theories in particular. That Johnson achieved this
goal is enviably demonstrated by one student’s statement that “by
the end of the semester, I understood and could defend exactly what
I believed in.” Like theater director Tyrone Guthrie, Johnson sees his
teaching role as that of an “audience of one” who reflects student
input in order to encourage students to evaluate and refine their own
thinking. The student contributions to the essay, which describe John-
son’s teaching method and reflect the independent thinking it fos-
tered, are a testament to just how thoroughly the cooperative method
succeeded—developing not only the skills of critical thinking, but
also defusing the initially troubling issue of professorial identity.

The essays grouped within part 2, “The Class Roster,” identify a con-
sideration that is crucial to the current debate surrounding identity
and teaching: a reasonable, defensible argument for or against teach-
ing what you're not must take into account the question of who is
being taught. These essays remind us of the numerous differences
that exist in student populations—both within a particular class and,
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more generally, from institution to institution. These differences are
definable not only in terms of color, culture, and gender, but also in
terms of aptitude, education, class, values, political sophistication,
and so forth. To assume a monolithic student body is to risk a useless
because absolutist resolution to the debate. Put another way, peda-
gogical strategies that might work perfectly well in one classroom or
one institution could be utter failures in a different class or institu-
tion.

Christie Farnham relates a hair-raising instance of classroom iden-
tity collision set in motion by the strong political and religious views
of some of her students. Farnham’s teaching of an African American
history course at Iowa State University was repeatedly challenged by
black students calling for a more Afrocentrist perspective. Convinced
that Afrocentric history does not always meet historiographical stan-
dards, Farnham was unwilling to represent it as historical fact in her
classes, despite aggressive student demands for its inclusion. In a sit-
uation that quickly escalated into an example of identity politics at
their most extreme, Farnham’s teaching was publicly excoriated by
her detractors as alternately racist and incompetent. What Farnham’s
experience demonstrates is that “not all problems arising out of
teaching what you are not—in this case, being a white woman teach-
ing black history—can be reduced to pedagogy or personalities.” Far-
nham’s insistence on conforming to the standards of her academic
discipline when determining what and what not to teach raises some
provocative questions about the origins and functions of disciplinary
authority. Her position also constitutes an interesting counterpoint to
the broader-based pedagogical practices represented in some of the
preceding essays.

Barbara DiBernard, an English professor and director of a women'’s
studies program, has had striking evidence of just how variable the
most seemingly homogeneous student populations can be. She opens
her essay with an account of an epiphanic experience in a women'’s
literature class that can serve as a cautionary tale for all faculty about
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the complex identities of every one of our students. Like many essay-
ists in this anthology, her practical classroom experience makes her
wary of the essentialist assumptions implicit in identity politics. In her
teaching of literature by disabled women, she has become acutely
aware of the arbitrariness of most identity markers; yet at the same
time she realizes that in order to be a “political ally” of disabled
women, she must agree to inhabit the position of “able-bodied” and
to think in terms of polarized identities.

Celeste M. Condit’s essay reminds us of yet another way a given
student population can complicate a professor’s teaching practice. In
her discussion of teaching communication courses to undergraduates
at the University of Georgia, Condit inserts a sobering reality check
into the conversation about enabling, student-centered pedagogy. For
Condit, whose communication classes consist of significant numbers
of white Southern men, the problems of teaching who she is not are
not mitigated by the application of progressive teaching styles. To
cede authority completely by becoming a participant-observer or audi-
ence of one would put her hopelessly at the mercy of students who,
in her experience, “are not sheep that we decide to teach ‘actively’ or
‘passively.” . .. [but] highly motivated, highly skilled, and enormously
self-interested people who ... intend to minimize the pain we cause
them, and sometimes to maximize the pain they inflict on us.” Con-
dit’s experience of classroom politics may, as she observes, be a func-
tion of the differences between a professor’s goals in teaching a course
and those of her students in taking it. More fundamentally, her un-
happy experience at the University of Georgia is an instance of a
gender politics in which the woman—even if she is the professor—
will always be the loser.

Part 3, “Professorial Identities,” reflects a variety of perspectives on
the issue of the relationship between a professor’s identity and the
material that he or she teaches.

Accustomed to having her scholarship challenged on the basis of

11
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her racial identity, Jacqueline Jones, noted historian in the area of
African American women'’s history, takes the uncompromising posi-
tion that the single most important qualification for any professor in
any field is expertise: “Whenever anyone expresses doubts about my
work as a white woman writing African American history, I reply . ..
‘Let’s begin the discussion with my footnotes, and go on from

7

there.”” Jones goes on to point out the political risks of assigning or
selecting scholarly and teaching specialties on the basis of narrowly
defined identity, pointing to the decidedly negative consequences of
the tradition in history of “white men of property and privilege ...
writing about . . . white men of property and privilege.”

The next two essays pick up Jones’s point about the practical and
ideological consequences of identity-determined teaching and schol-
arship from a very different vantage point. Lavina Dhingra Shankar,
after persuasively arguing the enormous complexities of personal
identity, speaks to the professional straitjacket that many “minority”
faculty are forced to wear in a multicultural university. Despite her
decidedly Western(ized) education, Shankar’s “postcolonial identity”
has dictated her curricular affiliation as much as, if not more than,
her professional interests and training. As Shankar puts it, “some are
born with identities, others have identities thrust on them.”

Indira Karamcheti, English professor at Wesleyan University, is
also concerned about the commodification of identity in the multicul-
tural university. As a member of a non-American ethnic group teach-
ing primarily white American students, Karamcheti has always been
different from the students she teaches. As with many of the white
faculty contributing to this volume, the challenges that have been
posed to Karamcheti’s professional authority are a function of the
phenomenological mismatch between her and her students; yet in her
case, the grounds for those challenges have more to do with old-
fashioned racism than contemporary identity politics. Karamcheti in-
cludes a number of passages from student papers that demonstrate
the double bind of “non-Caucasian” teachers, who must contend
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with, on the one hand, students” low expectations of their ability to
teach authoritatively, and on the other, students’ equally reflexive
tendency to abandon all reasonable standards of judgment once they
recognize that these teachers are not “handicapped” by their eth-
nicity. Both Shankar’s and Karamcheti’s careers have provided ample
evidence of the limitations that the American academy places on the
pedagogical strategies and scholarly preferences of the minority
teacher.

The final essay in part 3 returns us to the site of a women’s studies
class taught by a white male professor. Craig W. Heller’s essay is
concerned with the excess of authority automatically conferred by his
positions as white male and professor. “How contradictory is it,”
Heller asks, “that I may be convincing students of the viability of a
feminist message by, at least in some part, fulfilling the patriarchal
expectations that many students have of male teachers?” Heller’s
hope is that the tension between his positionality and his pedagogical
goals can be resolved by a pedagogical strategy of silence, absence,
and invisibility, but he also recognizes that his “hands-off” approach
is capable of sabotaging his goals every bit as much as a more author-
itative style.

Part 4, “The Texts and Contexts of Teaching What You're Not,” fo-
cuses very directly on the “what” of teaching what you’re not. Each
of these essays presents in considerable detail the use to which a par-
ticular text or disciplinary context can be put in classrooms where
identity is an issue. In their concentration on specific contexts, some
of these essays offer a case study approach to the issue that reflects
in each instance significant learning on the part of the professor as
well as the students. Robert S. Levine, professor of English at the
University of Maryland, opens this part with a career-long overview
of his teaching of Herman Melville’s novella “Benito Cereno” to shift-
ing student populations. Levine’s essay is as good a defense of fac-
ulty seriousness about teaching as any of us could wish for; his ac-

13
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count of a twenty-year struggle with “a recalcitrant text (and
students)” provides not only a “concrete account of the implications
of the curricular, pedagogical, and demographic changes” in the
academy, but also a testament to the willingness of faculty to adjust
to these sweeping changes.

Gary L. Lemons contextualizes his teaching strategies in a course
called Redefining Womanhood: (Re)writing the Black Female Self
within a short story by Audre Lorde called “Tar Beach.” Lemons’s
course is explicitly political in its aim, which is to teach students
“how to interrogate and critically oppose the capitalist, racist, sexist
exploitation of women.” Since his own intersecting positionalities as
black, male, feminist, and professor can complicate or undermine the
achievement of this goal, he has developed a pedagogy and a reading
list intended to be liberating for both student and professor. By con-
centrating on Lorde’s erotic story of lesbian union, Lemons seeks to
destabilize certain limiting and generalized constructs of race, gender,
and sexuality—a destabilization that not only enriches the class’s
view of womanhood, but also challenges their suspicions about their
black, male professor self-identifying as feminist. In this course, Lem-
ons manages to convert what might begin as the liabilities of his own
identities into vehicles for achieving his liberatory aim. His essay and
his courses are not about teaching what he is not, but, as he puts it
“teaching what I am—an advocate of a feminist movement in which
women and men . . . struggle to end sexual oppression.”

The third essay in part 4, written by Gerard Aching, a member of
a Spanish and Portuguese department, combines a theoretical argu-
ment for the substitution of practice for identity as the defining com-
ponent of credibility, with a contextualization of this new definition.
Aching agrees that the “identity-based definition of credibility can be
misleading and essentialist in a debilitating and counterproductive
manner” and proposes that credibility be understood as “an area and
range of competitive practices or strategies,” not as a function of race,
gender, or ethnicity. The potential productiveness of transgressing
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identity lines and disciplinary specializations is demonstrated within
his account of student experiences in a study and service abroad pro-
gram.

Donna J. Watson’s essay offers the perspective, not of teacher,
scholar, or student, but of black woman writer whose texts might
become the object of “alien” scrutiny in a classroom or professional
conference. Watson's essay is not an argument for or against teaching
or criticizing what you're not; rather, it is a powerful representation
of what writing and written texts signify within the black female cul-
ture. Her contextualization of black women’s writing within a history
of silence, oppression, fear, and paralysis reflects the importance of
black women’s texts to black women writers and readers. Watson
does not subscribe to the ownership school of literary studies, but she
does recommend that any academic writer (or, by implication,
teacher) remember and be sensitive to the context within which black
women'’s writing is created and read.

Mary Elizabeth Lanser’s essay also contextualizes a resolution to
the identity/credibility debate—not by citing a discussion of her
teaching within a certain text, but rather by inserting the historical
and political context of black studies into the discussion. Lanser in-
sists that “it is virtually impossible to comprehend the territoriality
that has developed among black scholars in black studies” without
understanding “the roots of black studies as both an intellectual pur-
suit and a way of life” (emphasis added). The context Lanser provides
is critical to a full understanding of the exclusionary position held by
some minority scholars. In Lanser’s case, this context does not
weaken her career-long commitment to teaching black studies, but it
does put into relief the passions, energies, and principles that drive
this commitment.

The text under review in Renée R. Curry’s essay is Julie Dash’s
influential film Daughters of the Dust (1992). Curry uses her viewing
of this film by an African American woman about African American
women as a way of demonstrating the disadvantages a white woman
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brings to reading or viewing material emerging from a culture not
her own. She recognizes that her own deafness to the historical, cul-
tural, and semiotic resonances impoverish her viewing of the film.
Yet she does not conclude that for this reason black texts should be
the province of black women. Instead, she invites white scholars to
use the reading (viewing) of texts by others to “undertake a spiritual
as well as an intellectual and emotional transformation,” which must
involve their naming, witnessing, and accounting for their whiteness
in the same way that they account for other politicized identities.
Curry concludes that such meetings between white viewer and black
text must continue so that all of us can grow “older, wiser, and
stronger through our interconnected pasts, presents, and futures.”

As members of the higher education community engage in the debate
about identity and credibility, it is important that we remember the
uneasy context within which this debate is taking place. The univer-
sity is unquestionably under examination by those who, while per-
haps lacking sound judgment, have a plentiful supply of political
muscle and public support with which to act on these judgments.
Axiomatic to any discussion of the future of higher education is the
certainty that whether propelled from within or without, fundamen-
tal changes are going to be made to the enterprise of higher educa-
tion—and sooner rather than later. Clearly, a target for change, if not
extinction, is the entire multicultural project, which is threatened by
economic exigencies as well as ideological disapproval. On the one
hand, increasing tuition rates at private and public institutions and
decreasing availability of state and federal aid are threatening to push
access to a college education out of the reach of low- and even mid-
dle-income students. On the other, by caricaturing the curricular and
canonical revisions of multiculturalism, conservative forces both on
and off campus are moving the university ever closer to its earlier
mission of teaching the dominant class all about itself and its sus-
taining ideology. Given this context, it is important to foresee any
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implications of the identity/credibility debate that could be used as
canon fodder by those whom Bob Levine refers to as “the monocul-
tural polemicists.” In closing this introduction, I would like to iden-
tify three of those possible implications.

The first of these involves the issue of essentialism. A number of
essays in this volume address the identity-based challenges to faculty
credibility by complicating the concept of identity, demonstrating
convincingly that identity consists of uncountable characteristics, not
simply phenomenological markers. The point is indisputable, yet we
should be wary of the direction in which it might ultimately be taken.
If identity is finally vastly more complicated than one’s race or sexual
preference or gender, then those very markers that have commanded
for underrepresented groups the attention and support of the modern
university could be deemed irrelevant. The gains that have been
achieved through the multiculturalist project depend on a broadly
generalized definition of identity, which must at some level be per-
petuated if these gains are to continue. We cannot afford to prob-
lematize identity out of existence until these gains include a com-
pletely equitable society.

A second concern both implied and stated within this volume is
the question of professional expertise. Minority studies (which in-
clude, for example, women’s studies, African American studies, post-
colonial studies, lesbigay studies, etc.) are comparatively young inter-
disciplinary fields—indeed, younger than many university faculty.
When we add to this that graduate programs in them are few and far
between, we begin to understand why so many faculty gravitate to-
ward these fields after their formal training is completed. In order for
these departments to be accorded the institutional support necessary
to their survival and growth, they must operate with the same intel-
lectual rigor common in more traditional departments. There are
many, many reasons why a white scholar should become interested
in African American studies, for example, but none of those reasons
constitutes a qualification. These fields have developed the reputation
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of “anybody-can-play pick-up game[s],” to use Ann duCille’s rather
chilling phrase,®> which will have the effect of undermining the fields
themselves as well as all the faculty who teach them —both qualified
and unqualified. If credibility is the issue here, then we must under-
stand that whatever else it may signify, credibility always assumes
doing your homework, however variously that homework may be
defined from specialization to specialization.

A final concern is the absence of essays that emphatically defend
an identity-based definition of credibility. The “call for papers” solic-
iting submissions invited essays representing both sides of the de-
bate. Having had my own credibility challenged at a major confer-
ence, I was well aware that there are many voices in the academy
capable of voicing compelling arguments in support of “teaching
what you are.” Surprisingly (at least to me), while this volume re-
ceived a flood of submissions, very few of them advanced such argu-
ments. Those who are particularly defensive about having their credi-
bility impugned might use this fact as an indication that, finally,
when the chips are down, there is no reasoned, defensible support of
a position that is often expressed spontaneously and emotionally (as
in my conference experience), or naively by undergraduates who lack
the intellectual sophistication to see its full implications. But I would
raise a more troubling possibility, which is that the arguments are
there, but those faculty, many of whom are members of minority
groups and hold junior, untenured positions, do not feel safe publicly
advancing what are unquestionably unpopular views. When, in re-
sponse to my experience at the women'’s studies conference, I wrote
a piece for the Chronicle of Higher Education® that called for greater
understanding and sensitivity on the part of white scholars working
in African American studies, the responses (which were numerous)
were both surprising and disturbing. They were evenly divided be-
tween those who disagreed with my conciliatory stance (some quite
vigorously) and those who supported my attempt to understand the
position of my challengers. Those in the former camp were almost
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exclusively white, those in the latter, African American. Most inter-
esting (and troubling), the disagreements took the form of published
letters to the Chronicle; the agreements (and there were many over a
period of six weeks or so) were communicated to me privately by
telephone and letter. One hopes that this striking segregation of re-
sponse is not evidence of how effectively a still hierarchical academic
system can silence minority views, of how impotent identity politics
finally are.
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In Teaching to Transgress (1994), bell hooks tries to stake out some
middle ground on the issue of whether or not a teacher’s identity
ideally ought to correspond to the “identity” of a given subject or
text. She writes,

Though opposed to any essentialist practice that constructs identity in a
monolithic, exclusionary way, I do not want to relinquish the power of
experience as a standpoint on which to base analysis or formulate
theory. For example, I am disturbed when all the courses on black
history or literature at some colleges and universities are taught solely
by white people, not because I think that they cannot know these
realities but that they know them differently. Truthfully, if I had been
given the opportunity to study African American critical thought from
a progressive black professor instead of the progressive white woman
with whom I studied as a first-year student, I would have chosen the
black person. Although I learned a great deal from this white woman
professor, I sincerely believe that I would have learned even more
from a progressive black professor, because this individual would have
brought to the class that unique mixture of experiential and analytical
ways of knowing—that is, a privileged standpoint. It cannot be ac-
quired through books or even distanced observation and study of a
particular reality. To me this privileged standpoint does not emerge
from the “authority of experience” but rather from the passion of expe-
rience, the passion of remembrance.!
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I have quoted this passage at length because hooks is very careful
here to explain her position: she acknowledges that white professors
can successfully teach black history or literature if they do their home-
work (through books, observation, study), but she also asserts that the
ideal situation is for black professors to teach black history and litera-
ture to black students. I think most of us would agree with hooks that
the position of white scholars and black scholars regarding this subject
matter is necessarily different: most black scholars probably do have a
kind of engagement, a personal passion for the subject matter that
would give them the “privileged standpoint” that hooks speaks of.

Looking more closely at hooks’s wording here, though, I think it is
important to note some significant qualifications in her remarks. First
of all, she describes the ideal teacher as “a progressive black professor”
(emphasis added), subtly recognizing that racial identity does not
ensure that an individual black professor will be politically progres-
sive.? The question might arise, then, of how to judge between a
conservative black professor and a progressive white professor: who
would be the ideal teacher in this pairing? Also, hooks’s argument
hinges on who would be the ideal teacher for black students, such as
herself, which raises related questions: if all or most of the students
are white, is the ideal teacher still someone who is black? Or what
should be the case if the students and teacher are black but the subject
matter is literature written by whites? Furthermore, hooks’s remarks
assume that in most universities there is only one person who special-
izes in black literature or history, which means that the identity and
engagement of the professor teaching the subject matter become even
more crucial. But an even more ideal situation, to my mind at least, is
a university setting that allows for more than one professor to be
invested in black literature or history so that white and black students
could be exposed to analyses of race (gender, class, and so on) from
more than one perspective, so that race does not come to be seen as
the responsibility of blacks alone.

The separatism that seems inevitably inherent in the arguments for
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identity politics troubles me. While I agree with hooks that every
university ought to have black faculty members who work on black
sociology, history, literature, and so forth, and I remain adamantly
committed to the need for institutional safeguards concerning the
hiring, retention, and promotion of minority faculty,® I am also suspi-
cious of recent policing strategies designed to discourage white schol-
ars from teaching or publishing on African American literature.* The
concern of black feminists regarding the co-optation of black women'’s
literature is understandable and necessary. hooks argues for working
toward a space of sisterhood between white and black women, while
also noting that “[i]t seems at times as though white feminists working
in the academy have appropriated discussions of race and racism.”
Specifically, hooks finds objectionable the fact that a focus on race
almost always means a focus on blackness and not a focus on whiteness:

Curiously, most white women writing feminist theory that looks at
“difference” and “diversity” do not make white women’s lives, works,
and experiences the subject of their analysis of “race,” but rather focus
on black women or women of color. White women who have yet to
get a critical handle on the meaning of “whiteness” in their lives, the
representation of whiteness in their literature or the white supremacy
that shapes their social status are now explicating blackness without
critically questioning whether their work emerges from an aware anti-
racist standpoint. Drawing on the work of black women, work that they
once dismissed as irrelevant, they now reproduce the servant-served
paradigms in their scholarship.®

It is no small irony that the intensive interest of white feminists
such as myself in issues of race and racism was sparked by the brave
black feminists of the 1970s and 1980s who spoke out about racism in
the women’s movement, who made us aware of how much it was a
white middle-class women’s movement. Because of the important
1982 collection on black women’s studies edited by Gloria Hull, Patri-
cia Bell-Scott, and Barbara Smith, as well as the work of writers like
Audre Lorde and Alice Walker, to name just two, white feminists were
forced to do some searing soul-searching.® One bittersweet measure of
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the success of these black feminists is the situation we have today in
the 1990s, where black feminist scholars feel uneasy about the number
of white women focusing on African American literature. I want to
underscore hooks’s judicious stance on this issue: even as she suggests
that white women ought to focus on the meanings of whiteness, hooks
also sees the potential for white women to produce work “from an
aware antiracist standpoint.””

Extremely significant scholarship that crosses identity lines is al-
ready being produced. One of the most profound analyses of white-
ness in literature, for instance, is Toni Morrison’s Playing in the Dark:
Whiteness and the Literary Imagination.® Morrison breaks the mold for
previous analyses of black characters in literary texts authored by
whites: rather than seeing black characters as mere decoration or
offensive stereotype in such texts, Morrison argues that these charac-
ters reflect significant anxieties, desires, and dilemmas that white
American culture cannot articulate directly. What I find inspiring
about Morrison’s book is that she avoids racial separatism: first, by
being a black woman writing about whiteness, and second, by arguing
that issues of black and white American identity are inextricably
intertwined. At the same time, Morrison’s approach does not allow
white Americans who displace their own anxieties onto African
Americans off the hook. Playing in the Dark is an exemplary model of
scholarship that articulates a painful relationship in such a way that
racial divides can be crossed.

Another work that has been particularly influential is Gloria Anzal-
daa’s Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza. Examining her own
identity in this mixed-genre text (encompassing autobiography, the-
ory, essays, and poems), Anzaldua realizes she must create a new
model for herself, a model that can allow all her multiple allegiances
to come to voice: being Chicana in an Anglo-controlled country; being
feminist in a male-dominated world; being lesbian in a homophobic
society; being a poet in an economy that devalues such labor; being a
Spanish, Spanglish, Tex-Mex speaker in an English-first culture; and
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so on. In articulating these identities, Anzaldaa’s text powerfully re-
quires readers to move beyond fixed, simplistic concepts of identity
politics. Furthermore, although Anzaldia acknowledges the incredi-
ble traumas of being marginalized in these various ways, she ends up
turning this situation into an empowering position in her concepts of
la mestiza and the borderlands. She describes and enacts this situation
of being at the crossroads of various identities and cultures in a poem
called “To live in the Borderlands means you,” where the title leads
directly into the first lines:

are neither hispana india negra espafiola ni gabacha, eres mestiza,
mulata,

half-breed caught in the crossfire between camps while carrying
all five races

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

A poem a few pages later develops the positive aspects of this
ambiguous multiplicity. Addressed to her niece, Missy Anzaldua,
“Don’t Give in Chicanita” is a poem of encouragement, which ends
with a look at the future for 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 the power to look at the sun through naked
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.!®

But in Anzaldia’s view, it is not only Chicanos or women of color
who will be able to evolve into this new species. Elsewhere she argues
that “[]Jumping the males who deviate from the general norm with
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man, the oppressor, is a gross injustice,” and she asserts that “we

[people of color] need to allow whites to be our allies.” !

Using texts
such as Anzaldua’s as a guide, progressive people can learn to build
bridges across racial—and other—divides.

Learning to build bridges is the principle that has guided my
approach to teaching American literature from a multicultural stand-
point. I teach American literature at a state university in the Midwest
whose student body is predominantly white and generally conserva-
tive. We offer courses in African American literature specifically, as
well as more general courses in American literature. One of my goals
for teaching American literature to undergraduates has been to give
them the sense that American literature has been and continues to be
written by a fascinating range of authors (for example, I always in-
clude African American and Native American literature in the typical
undergraduate American literature survey course, and I also attend to
considerations of gender, class, and sexual difference).’* Sometimes I
have a class composed of undergraduates who are afraid that they
will know nothing about the “canon” if they take my course, so on the
first day I point out the various “great” authors on the syllabus and
then “sell” students on the fact that in my section they will also read
some remarkable texts that scholars have recently (re)discovered. By
presenting the syllabus in this way, I introduce the idea of fluid and
shifting definitions of “American” and “literature.” This is strategic,
because I consider the representation of American literature on my
syllabus to be one significant way I can influence my students’ ideas
of what an American is and what kind of country America might be.
As Mario T. Garcia has written, “We have always possessed a multira-
cial, multiethnic, and multicultural society,” and I try to enable my
students to recognize this alternative vision of America.'® Moreover, I
hope that my syllabus and class will challenge my students’ often
narrow visions of normativity along the lines that African American
historian Elsa Barkley Brown has described:
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How do our students overcome years of notions of what is normative?
While trying to think about these issues in my teaching, I have come to
understand that this is not merely an intellectual process. It is not
merely a question of whether or not we have learned to analyze in
particular kinds of ways, or whether people are able to intellectualize
about a variety of experiences. It is also about coming to believe in the
possibility of a variety of experiences, a variety of ways of understand-
ing the world, a variety of frameworks of operation, without imposing
consciously or unconsciously a notion of the norm. What I have tried to
do in my own teaching is to address both the conscious level, through
the material, and the unconscious level, through the very structure of
the course, thus, perhaps, allowing my students, in Bettina Apthekar’s
words, to “pivot the center,” to center in another experience.!*

Trying to teach the literature of a multicultural America places me
in the problematic position of speaking about experiences I have not
had: I speak about Native America, for instance, when I teach Zitkala-
Sa’s autobiographical essays, and I speak about black America when I
teach Langston Hughes. I also speak about white America when I
teach As I Lay Dying, and I speak about lesbians when I teach Adri-
enne Rich’s poetry. In the debates about who is entitled to publish
articles about and teach African American literature I have been struck
by the fact that these identity-centered arguments have not been ap-
plied more broadly to all texts. Why does no one question my ability
to teach Faulkner, even though I have never been to Mississippi and
am certainly not a white male? Should I be allowed to teach any
literary text that does not reflect my own (white/feminist/middle-
class/heterosexual) background and experience? What an impossible
situation we would work ourselves into if we took the identity argu-
ment to its logical conclusion.

And yet I do not want to dismiss the problem of speaking about
and speaking for. Although most progressive white feminists would
claim to speak about rather than for experiences of people of color that
we have not had, I am skeptical about the usefulness of this distinc-
tion. In some part, the distinction offers us a palliative, becomes a sign
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that we have interrogated our own privilege and have now arrived
at a nonimperialist position regarding such material. But feminist
philosopher Linda Alcoff compellingly deconstructs this distinction,
arguing that
when one is speaking for others one may be describing their situation
and thus also speaking about them. In fact, it may be impossible to
speak for others without simultaneously conferring information about
them. Similarly, when one is speaking about others, or simply trying to
describe their situation or some aspect of it, one may also be speaking
in place of them, that is, speaking for them. One may be speaking about
others as an advocate or a messenger if the persons cannot speak for
themselves. Thus I would maintain that if the practice of speaking for
others is problematic, so too must be the practice of speaking about
others, since it is difficult to distinguish speaking about from speaking
for in all cases.”™

Alcoff’s analysis moves us to a position where we must acknowl-
edge that even speaking about experiences we have not had is a
potentially dangerous situation fraught with the possibility of commit-
ting what Alcoff terms “discursive imperialism” or “discursive vio-
lence.” In the face of these dangers, progressive white feminists might
decide that silence is the only ethical stance to take. But even as she
underscores the necessity of considering this option, Alcoff calls it into
question: the retreat into silence, first of all, “significantly undercuts
the possibility of political effectivity” because it “allows the continued
dominance of current discourses and acts by omission to reinforce
their dominance.” ** Furthermore, Alcoff points out that a retreat into
silence may be a kind of cop-out, “motivated by a desire to find a
method or practice immune from criticism” or motivated by “a desire
for personal mastery, to establish a privileged discursive position
wherein one cannot be undermined or challenged and thus is master
of the situation.” ' Clearly, then, silence as a strategy is not necessarily
politically efficacious or morally defensible.

Alcoff goes on to propose a double strategy to address the problems
of speaking for/about and not speaking at all. Influenced by Gayatri
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Spivak’s work on the subaltern, Alcoff advocates first of all that we
“strive to create wherever possible the conditions for dialogue and the
practice of speaking with and to rather than speaking for others.”1®
Following such a principle, as I see it, might entail reshaping teaching
assignments so that classes in race, gender, and sexuality could be
team-taught by professors of different positionality. Or it might mean
following hooks’s example of enacting an ethic of dialogue in conver-
sational essays; she crosses differences and builds bridges between
them in her dialogues with Cornel West, Mary Childers, and Ron
Scapp.'? The possibilities of speaking with and to have as yet been
undeveloped, so Alcoff pragmatically addresses ways to lessen the
dangers of speaking for: first, “the impetus to speak must be carefully
analyzed and, in many cases (certainly for academics!), fought
against.”?% Alcoff’s point here is not to advocate a retreat into the
silence that she deconstructs earlier in her essay, but to allow the time
and space for a critical interrogation of our location, the context of our
speaking, our openness to constructive criticism. The most significant
thing to consider, however, is the effects of speaking for: “will it
enable the empowerment of oppressed peoples?” is the question Al-
coff formulates.?! Although syntactically simple, this question intro-
duces a complex framework by which progressive white feminists can
consider seriously when our desire to speak for less privileged people
might be appropriate and politically effective.

Part of my investment in teaching what I am not is to motivate
students to be interested in the many parts of America that may not
have any direct relation to their own lives. One of the reasons I
continue to be passionately engaged in teaching American literature
is that books allow us access to aspects of experience and history that
might otherwise be unavailable to us. In my American literature
classes, I try to use the texts to engage students with conflicting and
competing ideas of Americanness and to envision an America in
which it is possible to dialogue across differences. I have to admit that
I cannot answer Alcoff’s challenging question with a resounding yes
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concerning my American literature courses, but I would claim that if
my courses help explode my students’ concepts of normativity, then
they might create the conditions under which students could begin to
see themselves as willing to engage in practices that would undermine
systems of inequality and privilege.”

I have found in my own classroom, in fact, that it is sometimes very
productive for me not to be the same identity as a given text. I
teach Adrienne Rich’s work in both American literature and women’s
literature classes. The American literature undergraduate survey at-
tracts mostly white, middle-class students from a wide range of back-
grounds; many of them are disconcerted by class discussions that
veer from analyzing technique, character development, patterns of
imagery, foreshadowing, and so on. Introducing a productive discus-
sion of lesbianism into such a context can be risky. I have found that
students have even a great deal of difficulty saying the word “lesbian”
in our discussions of Rich—often using the less-forbidden term “femi-
nist” instead. As I do when I teach American Indian texts or African
American literature, I have tried to be self-conscious regarding my
own difference in positionality when I prepare to teach Rich. In fact, I
used to focus on trying to foresee the ways my heterosexuality inevita-
bly distorted Rich’s ideas and words. I don’t dwell solely on my
negative qualifications anymore, though, because of a fortuitous acci-
dent. I taught Rich’s work one semester when I was in the last trimes-
ter of pregnancy; for the first time, more than half my class at the end
of the semester pointed to Rich as the one author who should defi-
nitely remain on the syllabus, and almost all the students could at
least write—if not speak—the word “lesbian” by the end of the
semester. As I have since analyzed this situation, I have concluded
that my visible pregnancy signified to my undergraduates that I was
not a lesbian; maybe even some of them typed me as a “family values”
kind of person just like “normal” Americans.?® On the one hand,
someone might argue that I inevitably neutralized the subject matter
by being heterosexual, that in order to teach such a radical challenge
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to what Rich calls “compulsory heterosexuality,” I too must be outside
the system of heterosexuality. On the other hand, because I was teach-
ing material that the students did not identify me with, I was able to
model for them what all of us—not just lesbians—might learn from
reading Rich and her critical views of heterosexism. They, I hope,
began the work of confronting their own homophobia by first
allowing that “normal” people such as myself resist it.

By taking this position, I am not suggesting in any way that I can
teach lesbian and gay literature better than or from the same point of
engaged experience as a lesbian or gay scholar; what I am claiming is
the possibility of joining in the struggle against heterosexism. I find
Rich’s widely debated idea of the “lesbian continuum,” introduced
in her influential essay “Compulsory Heterosexuality and Lesbian
Existence” (1980), helpful in making a space for such an alliance. In
this essay, Rich distinguishes between “lesbian existence” —identified
with women who desire “genital sexual experience with another
woman”—and the “lesbian continuum”—which includes “a range

. of woman-identified experience.” Rich eloquently explains why
she insists on such a broad view: by

embrac[ing] many more forms of primary intensity between and among
women, including the sharing of a rich inner life, the bonding against
male tyranny, the giving and receiving of practical and political support
... we begin to grasp breadths of female history and psychology which
have lain out of reach as a consequence of limited, mostly clinical,
definitions of lesbianism.?

Rather than totally conflating lesbians and feminists or totally sepa-
rating them, Rich establishes a middle ground on which lesbians and
feminists join together in a common struggle. Hers is a model that
does not erase difference but also does not allow difference to be
unbridgeable.?

In the classroom, we have to work diligently to create those brid-
ges—not only between our own positionality and the text at hand,
but also between the diverse kinds of students we have in class.
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Recently I taught a semester-long class on Toni Morrison to upper-
level undergraduates. Five out of the thirty-five students in the class-
room were black women; the remaining students were white, a major-
ity of them women. For most of the white undergraduates, this was
perhaps the most racially mixed classroom they had ever been in at
my institution; they were uncomfortable at first even bringing up
issues of race and racism—not because they weren’t aware of them,
but because they didn’t have the language (or perhaps the courage) to
discuss the issues. The first few weeks of the semester were too silent;
the white students in particular wanted me to be the authority and
initiate the discussion of the tough issues. I gently refused to be put in
the position of speaking for them and instead began a discussion of
our class dynamics. This discussion was halting at first, but eventually
led to a mostly productive classroom. I also found that I had to
assume a very complex role in this class: I had to try to discern
instantaneously when to speak up from an ethical oppositional stance
and when to let the discussion play out among students. I intuitively
adopted what Chela Sandoval has described as “tactical subjectivity,”
the ability “to choose tactical positions ... to self-consciously break
and reform ties to ideology, activities which are imperative for the
psychological and political practices that permit the achievement of
coalition across differences.” % In other words, I had to adopt different
subjectivities based on the differing needs of my students: the black
students certainly didn’t need me to make them more aware of race
and racism; instead, I tried to make spaces for them to amplify Mor-
rison’s novels with their own experiences or to take issue with Mor-
rison’s ideas and my interpretations of blackness. The white students,
however, needed me to show them how it was possible to speak
about their/our areas of ignorance concerning texts that presented
unfamiliar experiences. I found Morrison’s novels to be especially
useful in challenging both black students and whites, for they are
directed so explicitly to a black audience and centered so earnestly in
the black community that white readers are powerfully immersed in a
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worldview that contradicts many of the assumptions they take for
granted; and yet the novels also present extremes of black experience
(Sethe killing her baby girl rather than allowing her to be returned to
slavery, Eva Peace burning Plum to “save” him, Pilate’s birthing
herself so that she has no navel), so that my black students found
some of the content unfamiliar and challenging too. By using Mor-
rison’s texts as our common ground, I tried to avoid creating a class-
room where “a comfortable set of oppositions” could be maintained,
which Chandra Mohanty has described as a situation where people of
color are “the central voices and the bearers of all knowledge in class”

“r

and white people are “’observers,” with no responsibility to contribute

and/or with nothing valuable to contribute.” 27

I have no doubt that if bell hooks had been the teacher of this
class, many of my students—black and white—would have been
immeasurably enriched by her presence, wisdom, and engagement.
But I have also come to recognize that there is important work in such
a classroom for white feminists and white progressive professors to
perform too. White professors who are willing to examine and ques-
tion their own standpoint of privileged whiteness (to extend hooks’s
idea of standpoint) can help engage white students in similar kinds of
critical analyses as well as demonstrate to black students that allies
can be found to fight the war against racism. Again, I do not mean to
suggest that white feminists exclusively ought to be teaching Toni
Morrison; neither do I think that black faculty exclusively ought to
teach her works. We need to be able to engage the issues of race, class,
gender, and cultural difference from a variety of perspectives; we
need to allow for multiple strategies of resistance to oppression. Those
of us who find ourselves “teaching to transgress,” to quote hooks’s
provocative title, need to forge alliances with one another even as our
individual positionalities and transgressive strategies may differ.

This belief in multiple ways of engagement and resistance has
transformed my pedagogy. Undergraduates in my Morrison class
spent the first half of the semester doing various short writing assign-
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ments requiring them to do some extracurricular reading: one assign-
ment asked them to read, summarize, and evaluate a scholarly article
on The Bluest Eye; another invited them to adopt Morrison’s voice
explaining to an interviewer some ways in which Ralph Ellison’s The
Invisible Man influenced one of her novels; I also asked them to follow
a current news story about race or gender and relate it to some aspect
of Morrison (an especially timely assignment, since the KKK held a
public rally in our community that semester and the O. J. Simpson
case was constantly in the news); another assignment asked students
to explore contextual material —they chose one text from a list encom-
passing black women’s history (Paula Giddings, Jacqueline Jones),
philosophy (Cornel West), feminism (hooks, Patricia Hill-Collins), and
so on, which they read, summarized, and evaluated, and then related
to Morrison. Through these kinds of assignments, I tried to show
white students how to be responsible participants by doing their
homework (like I do) so they could speak from an informed perspec-
tive.”®

In addition, the skills these assignments called for—close reading,
critical thinking, making connections, pinpointing issues—were im-
portant in giving all students a new respect for intellectual activity,
and I hoped black students in particular would feel empowered in an
American literature classroom because the work of key black intellec-
tuals was placed at the center. Henry Giroux argues that a responsible
and ethical progressive pedagogy necessarily involves a discussion of
the politics of representation: “cultural workers” must work against
“pedagogical practices which support a voyeuristic reception of texts
by providing students with a variety of critical methodologies and
approaches to understand how issues regarding audience, address,
and reception configure within cultural circuits of power to produce
particular subject positions and secure specific forms of authority.”?*
tried to create the conditions for such recognition through the multiple
vantage points offered by the short papers. One effect of these assign-
ments was to deconstruct monolithic concepts of blackness, to enable
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students to see that we were not dealing with racial essences but
various, sometimes conflicting ideas of blackness. The assignment
calling for them to analyze the representation of blacks in a current
news story, at the very least, enabled many of them to comprehend
something about representational politics.

During the second half of the semester, my students focused on one
longer project of their own design: they could write a traditional
literary analysis if they thought doing so would best get them to
engage in the aesthetic and political issues we had discussed, but they
were also allowed to propose a creative project that responded in
some way to the issues of our course. If they chose to do a creative
project, students were asked to turn in a three- to four-page statement
explaining what their project was, why they chose to do this particular
project, and how it related to the works we had read during the
semester. Two-thirds of the students in the Morrison class chose to
work on creative projects, and most told me at the end of the semester
that it was the most meaningful, exciting assignment they had worked
on in their undergraduate careers.

Like Paulo Freire, I wanted to motivate students to begin to relin-
quish their belief and dependence on the banking system of education,
where the professor is the authority who deposits knowledge into
students. Instead, I hoped that I could act less as an authority and
more as what Kenneth Mostern calls “a critical pedagogue”:

someone who teaches from where the student is at, rather than from
where the teacher is at. This does not mean that the teacher denies his
or her pedagogical intentions or specific expertise, but merely that s/he
respects the myriad expertise of the students that s/he does not share.
Second, the critical pedagogue works for social justice, and, living in a
world of injustice, not only attempts to enact change in his or her
classroom, but develops the strategies and confidence of students to
work for social change beyond the classroom.*

The projects my students chose embraced a wide range of ap-
proaches, and outlining a few of them will, I hope, illustrate the

1



a8

NANCY J. PETERSON

beneficial effects of such a transformed pedagogy. One (white female)
student, influenced by Beloved, researched slave ships and slave cap-
tains and used this information to create a watercolor rendering of
African souls escaping the torment of the ship holds and flying back
to Africa. Another (white male) student wrote a short story based on
a family conflict about race, and in his statement, he not only gave
credit to Morrison for enabling him to analyze the dynamics of this
situation, but also self-consciously reflected on the meaning of his
own privileged whiteness. A creative writing major wrote a story
trying out Morrison’s lyrical prose and sharp eye for contradiction
and disparity; a white male, he found that a black woman writer
offered him the most inspiring example of the kind of fiction he would
like to be able to write. A (black female) student, gripped by Sula,
chose to analyze the sometimes liberatory, sometimes threatening
meanings attached to black women'’s sexuality in Morrison, Cornel
West, and Spike Lee. A white woman studying English education
used her project to plan a syllabus for teaching images of race, class,
and gender in works by Mark Twain, William Faulkner, and Toni
Morrison, specifically targeted for white rural high school students;
motivated by two examples of progressive white female teachers from
rural Indiana whose contracts had been terminated (implicitly) for
bringing “radical” texts into the classroom, she was careful to design
a syllabus that gradually offered more significant challenges to her
students’ preconceptions.

This last project brings up an important consideration that I think
has gone unnoticed in the debates about who is entitled to teach and
do scholarly work on particular kinds of texts: it may be the case that
we are unfortunately abetting conservative defenders of the tradi-
tional American literature canon (and Western cultural hegemony,
more generally) by focusing too concertedly on identity politics. When
the call for black teachers exclusively to teach black subject matter,
American Indians exclusively to teach American Indian texts, and so
on coincides with arguments against multiculturalism as “political
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correctness,” the stakes become almost too high for progressive white
professors who want to engage in such issues. I am not suggesting
here that racism even among progressive white professors ought to
go without criticism; nor do I mean to dismiss the criticisms of a vapid
classroom (or Bennetton) multiculturalism that allows our students to
“celebrate difference” without interrogating the painful conflicts and
power inequities that attend a deeper understanding of cultural and
racial difference3’ What I am calling for is an acknowledgment of
an important role progressive white scholars can play in redefining
America so that race, class, gender, and sexuality become personalized
and politicized for everyone and are not always displaced “over
there” onto “minorities.”

Michele Wallace has similar thoughts on this controversy. Although
she readily acknowledges various problems with “current left cultural
and art world versions of multiculturalism,” she also believes that
“the link that multiculturalism is trying to establish between dis-
courses on feminism, sexual preference, and ethnicity could be more
usefully viewed as a pragmatic political coalition: the cultural left
version of Jesse Jackson’s Rainbow Coalition against the rising tide
of the conservative Right.” In fact, Wallace, almost anticipating the
controversy associated with such a position, goes on to spell out her
reasoning in a full paragraph:

While multiculturalism’s inclination toward unrestricted inclusiveness
as opposed to hierarchical exclusiveness doesn’t automatically lead to
significant structural changes in existing aesthetic and critical priorities
and institutional discourses of power, it could and thus far has offered
more opportunities for critical discussion outside the dominant dis-
course, and dissent and debate within, than its present aesthetic and
critical alternatives. These alternatives I see as 1) a “color-blind” cultural
homogeneity which originates in liberal humanist ideology; 2) separatist
aesthetics and politics such as “Afrocentrism”; and 3) racist/sexist aes-
thetics, which range from the cultural fascism of a Hilton Kramer in the
New Criterion to the gangs that attacked Yusef Hawkins in Bensonhurst
and the female jogger in Central Park. Thus, despite my reservations
about multiculturalism, I have become a reluctant supporter of it. At the
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same time it is crucial to its usefulness that we view multiculturalism
not as an obdurate and unchanging ideological position, but as an
opportunity for ongoing critical debate.>?

I hope that we will take up this debate, learning to begin a dialogue
and work together. For if we do not, if we remain distracted or if we
keep silent, we will lose our chance to speak out against critics of
multiculturalism who talk about “a cult of ethnicity” and see “the
melting pot” of America “giv[ing] way to the Tower of Babel,”* or
who unfairly characterize multiculturalism as an “ethnic separatism”
that “fosters sensitivities, resentments, and suspicions, setting one
group against another.”3* These are sentiments that would prove
offensive not only to many African Americans, Native Americans, and
other minorities, but to many white Americans as well. We must not
concede to cultural conservatives the discussion of what a real Ameri-
can is or what an ideal America is. Moreover, we should not allow
our internal debates to draw our attention away from conservatives’
increasingly successful challenges to affirmative action policies and
curricular revisions in universities across the nation.>> Joan W. Scott
has argued that now is the time for progressive university professors
to begin “the reconceptualization of community in the age of diver-
sity.” % By joining together across race and other boundaries as critical
pedagogues, by using diverse strategies to accomplish similar goals in
our classrooms, we can help bring into being a multicultural America
where critical debate and dialogue thrive.

NOTES

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

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

2. Elsewhere hooks has argued against assumptions of a monolithic black
identity. See especially the essays “Postmodern Blackness” and “An Aesthetic
of Blackness,” in Yearning: Race, Gender, and Cultural Politics (Boston: South
End Press, 1990).
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3. The recent decision of the University of California Board of Regents to
dismantle affirmative action programs is the most visible attack on such
safeguards and is extremely disturbing in its suggestion that a level playing
field exists today in America and in the American academy.

4. It has become an unfortunate occurrence at some literature conferences,
most recently at some sessions of the Toni Morrison conference held in April
1995 at Bellarmine College, that black feminists leave a session when they see
that white feminists will be talking about African American texts. See also
Katherine Mayberry’s column in Chronicle of Higher Education, 12 Oct. 1994,
A48, and Malin LaVon Walther’s letter in response (26 Oct. 1994, B3).

5. hooks, Teaching to Transgress, 103—4. Hooks includes a particularly
pointed comment from one black woman on this issue: “It burns me up to be
treated like shit by white women who are busy getting their academic recogni-
tion, promotions, more money, et cetera, doing ‘great” work on the topic of
race.”

6. Adrienne Rich was also helpful in pointing out this issue to white
feminists; as she collected her essays into volumes, she added notes and
prefaces at times questioning her former positions and bringing attention to
the developing awareness of her own class and racial privilege. See, for
example, her 1978 essay “Disloyal to Civilization: Feminism, Racism, Gyne-
phobia,” in On Lies, Secrets, and Silence: Selected Prose 1966-1978 (New York:
Norton, 1979), 275-310. This Bridge Called My Back, rev. ed. (New York:
Kitchen Table: Women of Color Press, 1983), edited by Cherrie Moraga and
Gloria Anzaldiia, was another widely influential text.

7. In Teaching to Transgress, hooks also admonishes black women: “The
presence of racism in feminist settings does not exempt black women or
women of color from actively participating in the effort to find ways to
communicate, to exchange ideas, to have fierce debate” (110).

8. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1992. See also Morrison’s influ-
ential essay “Unspeakable Things Unspoken” for a brilliant analysis of white-
ness in Melville and the American romance. Michigan Quarterly Review 28
(winter 1989): 1-34.

9. Gloria Anzaldua, Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza (San Fran-
cisco: Spinsters-Aunt Lute, 1987), 194.

10. Anzaldda, 202-3.

11. Anzaldua, 84, 85.

12. I want to acknowledge here that I am in complete agreement with
various scholars who have argued against an “additive approach” to “correct-
ing” the canon. In our discussion of texts, gender is a construct that affects not
only Emily Dickinson but Ernest Hemingway too; race and culture are issues
not only for Leslie Marmon Silko but for Kate Chopin as well. See Gayatri
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Spivak’s theoretical analysis of the kind of curricular transformations that are
necessary, “Scattered Speculations on the Question of Cultural Studies,” in
Outside in the Teaching Machine (New York: Routledge, 1993), 255-84. Peggy
Pascoe, “At the Crossroads of Culture,” Women’s Review of Books, February
1990, 22—23, discusses some of the pitfalls and possibilities of the practical
effects of integrating “minority” texts into an American history survey course.

13. Mario T. Garcia, “Multiculturalism and American Studies,” Radical
History Review 54 (fall 1992): 50.

14. Elsa Barkley Brown, “African-American Women'’s Quilting: A Frame-
work for Conceptualizing and Teaching African-American Women's His-
tory,” Signs 14 (summer 1989): 921.

15. Linda Alcoff, “The Problem of Speaking for Others,” Cultural Critique
20 (winter 1991-92): 9.

16. Alcoff, 17, 20.

17. Alcoff, 22.

18. Alcoff, 23.

19. See Breaking Bread: Insurgent Black Intellectual Life (Boston: South End
Press, 1991) for her dialogue with West; “A Conversation about Race and
Class,” in Conflicts in Feminism, ed. Marianne Hirsch and Evelyn Fox Keller
(New York: Routledge, 1990) for her conversation with Childers; “Building a
Teaching Community: A Dialogue,” in Teaching to Transgress for her exchange
with Scapp.

20. Alcoff, 24.

21. Alcoff, 29.

22. Hazel Carby is much less optimistic about the possibility of extending
such insights beyond the classroom. In fact, she has argued that “[f]or white
suburbia, as well as for white middle-class students in universities, these texts
are becoming a way of gaining knowledge of the ‘other: a knowledge that
appears to satisfy and replace the desire to challenge existing frameworks of
segregation”; see her essay “The Multicultural Wars,” Radical History Review
54 (fall 1992): 17. I cannot share this particular stance, at least not yet, because
“multiculturalism” is such a recent phenomenon that I don’t think we can
evaluate its impact fairly; the current generation of college students who have
been influenced by it has not yet come of age in terms of entering into public
discourse.

23. My students’ identification of pregnancy with heterosexuality is under-
standable, but of course not necessarily true.

24. Adrienne Rich, “Compulsory Heterosexuality and Lesbian Existence,”
in Blood, Bread, and Poetry: Selected Prose 1979-1985 (New York: Norton, 1986),
51-52.

25. Rich’s model also allows us to recognize that very effective models of
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lesbian and gay scholarship may come from heterosexual scholars. The work
of Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick comes most immediately to mind.

26. Chela Sandoval, “U.S. Third World Feminism: The Theory and Method
of Oppositional Consciousness in the Postmodern World,” Genders 10 (spring
1991): 15.

27. Chandra Mohanty, “On Race and Voice: Challenges for Liberal Educa-
tion in the 1990s,” in Between Borders: Pedagogy and the Politics of Cultural
Studies, ed. Henry A. Giroux and Peter McLaren (New York: Routledge, 1994),
154.

28. T have found Gayatri Spivak’s analysis of this issue helpful. Concerning
white bourgeois students who feel they lack the authenticity to discuss the
Third World, she writes, “you will of course not speak in the same way about
the Third World material, but if you make it your task not only to learn what
is going on there through language, through specific programmes of study,
but also at the same time through a historical critique of your position as the
investigating person, then you will see that you have earned the right to
criticize, and you [will] be heard. When you take the position of not doing
your homework—'I will not criticize because of my accident of birth, the
historical accident’—that is a much more pernicious position. In one way you
take a risk to criticize, of criticizing something which is other—something
which you used to dominate. I say that you have to take a certain risk: to say
‘I won't criticize’ is salving your conscience, and allowing you not to do any
homework”; see “Questions of Multi-culturalism,” in The Post-Colonial Critic:
Interviews, Strategies, Dialogues, ed. Sarah Harasym (New York: Routledge,
1990), 62-63. Spivak focuses on earning the right to criticize in these remarks,
but they also may be extended to analyze the difficulty of speaking for and
about more generally.

29. Henry A. Giroux, “Living Dangerously: Identity Politics and the New
Cultural Racism,” in Between Borders: Pedagogy and the Politics of Cultural
Studies, ed. Giroux and McLaren, 49.

30. Kenneth Mostern, “Decolonization as Learning: Practice and Pedagogy
in Frantz Fanon’s Revolutionary Narrative,” in Between Borders: Pedagogy and
the Politics of Cultural Studies, ed. Giroux and McLaren, 256.

31. For a flawed but provocative leftist critique of multiculturalism, see
Jeff Escoffier, “The Limits of Multiculturalism,” Socialist Review 21, nos. 3—4
(July-December 1991): 61—73. Cornel West has also criticized unexamined,
simplistic calls for multiculturalism in Beyond Eurocentrism and Multicultur-
alism (Monroe, ME: Common Courage Press, 1993).

32. Michele Wallace, “Multiculturalism and Oppositionality,” in Between
Borders: Pedagogy and the Politics of Cultural Studies, ed. Giroux and McLaren,
181-82.
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33. Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., The Disuniting of America: Reflections on a
Multicultural Society (New York: Norton, 1992), 15, 18.

34. C. Vann Woodward, “Equal but Separate,” New Republic, 15—22 July
1991, 43.

35. Joan Scott presents a similar argument in “The Campaign against
Political Correctness,” Radical History Review 54 (fall 1992): 67-68.

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

BARBARA SCOTT WINKLER

In the 1970s and 1980s, many female women'’s studies teachers as-
sumed that they had more in common than not with the women stu-
dents who made up the majority in their classrooms. Their assump-
tion was in part a result both of a politics that claimed a universalistic
female identity based on the oppression of women and an optimistic
confusion between women’s standpoint and feminist conclusions.
Scholars of feminist pedagogy, grappling with the authority con-
veyed by their institutional positions, attempted to relocate their lead-
ership on more legitimate, because feminist, grounds. They did this
by emphasizing their shared experience of oppression with women
students or by establishing their vanguard position as feminist fac-
ulty. Caroline Shrewsbury, for example, speaks of feminist leadership
as “a special form of empowerment which empowers others.”!

In contrast, poststructuralist or postmodernist feminist educators
of the late 1980s and 1990s are less sanguine about assuming a com-
mon identity with their students, or maintaining that radical faculty
are automatically at the center of the empowerment process and able
to provide students with oppositional or liberatory knowledge they
would not otherwise have.

The feminist classroom has therefore emerged in the pedagogical
literature as more potentially fragmented, less “safe,” and less free of
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power relations than previously described. The insight that feminist
and liberatory education is not “innocent” could lead feminist and
other progressive educators to despair. However, our recognition of
how education, including “emancipatory” teaching and learning, is
enmeshed in power relations need not dishearten us as faculty and
students or lead us to abandon our insights into the relationship be-
tween knowledge and power. Instead, our classrooms can be places
in which we embrace our own and our students’ partial knowledge,
in which we learn from and struggle to trust one another.

In the spring of 1994, I offered for the first time a special topics
course, Sex and Sexuality in American Culture, as part of the wom-
en’s studies program at West Virginia University.? I taught the class
again in the spring of 1995 and will be petitioning to make the course
a permanent part of the curriculum, both in women's studies and as
part of a projected new minor in lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgen-
der studies. The class helped me find a metaphor and strategy for
teaching that does not shy away from the recognition of difference
and power in the feminist classroom: “teaching as an ally.” As a
straight teacher I explored what it meant to teach as an ally in a
course that had a strong lesbian, gay, and bisexual (lesbigay) compo-
nent, both in content and through support by an organized lesbigay
student constituency.

While preparing to teach the course for the first time, I found the
concepts of coalition and alliance building, taken from feminist politi-
cal organizing, suggestive guides for dealing with difference. Teach-
ing as an ally became a metaphor for my approach to authority and
to the creation of classroom community as a condition for the produc-
tion of knowledge and transformation of consciousness. Abandoning
a priori assumptions of sisterhood and certainties about the teacher
as the “origin of what can be known and ... what can be done,”?
I found myself in the less comfortable but equally committed and
enthusiastic stance of teacher as ally.

I am, therefore, proposing the concept of “teaching as an ally” to
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describe what faculty from dominant groups can do to share power,
build trust, and create an atmosphere of mutual respect in which to
create knowledge with students from nondominant groups. Groups
are not monolithic in their experience of privilege and oppression,
and differently oppressed groups can form alliances.* However, I will
be focusing in this essay on faculty acting as allies to students who,
on some dimension, have less privilege and power than the faculty —
in society as well as in the academy.

Alliance and coalition emerged as strategies of feminist organizing
in response to the recognition that women do not automatically share
a common set of experiences and a common agenda based on gen-
der.® Feminists of color especially challenged any unified definition
of “woman” founded on the construction of white womanhood. They
emphasized the ways we experience multiple, intersecting social
structures that shape experience and identity. Bonnie Thornton Dill,
for example, in an article in Feminist Studies published in 1983, argued
for “the abandonment of the concept of sisterhood as a global con-
struct based on unexamined assumptions about our similarities.” She
called instead for a “more pluralistic approach that recognizes and
accepts the objective differences between women,” and for a politics
of “building coalitions around issues of shared interest.”¢ Similarly,
Bernice Johnson Reagon, in a speech given at the West Coast Wom-
en’s Music Festival in 1981, argued the necessity of doing the uncom-
fortable work of coalition, maintaining that our desire to “be only
with people who are like [us]” is illusory and dangerous.”

Although the concept of teaching as an ally has not been fully de-
veloped in the educational literature, other writers on feminist peda-
gogy have referred to concepts of alliance and coalition building
taken from feminist activism. For example, John Schilb, in an article
published in an anthology on feminist teaching in 1985, invoked Sara
Evans’s call for a flexible organizing mentality in doing coalition
work as a guide to avoiding rigidity or purity in applying feminist
pedagogical principles. Schilb, a man teaching women’s studies to an
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economically advantaged student population, often felt less distanced
from the women and men students in his introductory courses by his
maleness than by his feminist politics. The concept of flexibility, of
trusting “the complexities of the organizing process itself,” helped
him develop a strategy to fit the particulars of his classroom and
school environment.?

Mimi Orner also turned to the concept of teacher as ally in an
article published in 1992 on the problematic treatment of student re-
sistance and the difficulties with calls for “student voice” in feminist
and critical pedagogy.® Orner, raising questions about the emancipa-
tory role of the teacher, asks, “How do we understand our own em-
bodiment of privilege and oppression, both historical and current?
How do we teach as allies to oppressed groups of which we are not
a part? What does it mean to teach as an ally?”°

Elizabeth Ellsworth, in an article that criticizes the foundational
assumptions of critical pedagogy, also discusses coalition and alliance
building in relation to her class on Media and Antiracist Pedagogies.
Ellsworth shifts her attention from the self-understanding and re-
sponsibility of the faculty member to the class as a whole. Remarking
on the creation of student-generated affinity groups outside the class-
room, she maintains that the class came to see itself as “building a
coalition among the multiple, shifting, intersecting, and sometimes
contradictory groups carrying unequal weights of legitimacy within
the culture and the classroom.”!! (Halfway through the semester, the
students renamed the course “Coalition 607.”)

Such a definition of coalitions as constantly responsive and shifting
avoids a simplistic polarization of students and faculty into discrete
groups of “oppressed” and “oppressors.” Ellsworth found that as-
sumptions about who would develop alliances were often wrong, be-
cause class members shared commitments in nonstereotypical ways.
Ellsworth also described what her new understanding of the class-
room gave her as a member of the faculty. She gained a greater ap-
preciation of classroom practices that would avoid premature closure
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or fixity of identity (which she calls a kind of “unknowability”).'?
Teaching as an ally, therefore, does not mean reducing an individu-
al’s life to a single factor or polarizing groups within the classroom
into “oppressor” and “oppressed.”*3 It does, however, result in a re-
definition of authority and an examination of how faculty as well as
students embody both privilege and oppression, as Orner suggests.

Writers on feminist organizing describe precisely what coalitions
and alliances entail. In their anthology Bridges of Power: Women'’s
Multicultural Alliances, Lisa Albrecht and Rose M. Brewer distinguish
between coalitions, as temporary commitments, and alliances, which
are more long-term political relationships. In coalitions, “groups op-
erate autonomously and are usually not connected to each other,”
while alliances require a “level of commitment that is longer-stand-
ing, deeper, and built upon more trusting political relationships.”*
While some students may have established political connections with
one another before taking a course, most will have only a limited
relationship to other class members and to the material. Therefore,
the concept of “alliance” cannot be transplanted too exactly from or-
ganizing to the classroom. However, as a member of the faculty, I
found the concept of “ally,” which stresses a deeper dedication, in-
structive and descriptive of my experience.

While we can make commitments to teach as allies in every class,
analysis of a course such as the “sexuality class,” which emphasizes
material on oppressed or marginalized groups and which is taught
by a faculty member who is not a member of those groups, can help
us focus more directly on what it means to teach as an ally. A de-
scription of the creation and teaching of the course Sex and Sexuality
in American Culture can therefore, I believe, provide an instructive

example of ally teaching.

In January 1993 I received a three-year appointment as the first vis-
iting assistant professor in women’s studies at West Virginia Univer-
sity. WVU is the flagship school of the state. Morgantown has a sum-
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mer population of twenty-six thousand that is almost doubled when
students return in the fall. While the campus culture is conservative,
there is a small but relatively organized lesbigay community, which
includes university and nonuniversity people. A gay bar, an im-
portant hangout for students as well as townspeople, is located in the
downtown area near the university. A community-based group,
“Equal Rights Not Special Rights,” successfully fought for an antidis-
crimination clause in the employment policy of the city government.
Students and staff of the university participated in this effort.

The school has a very progressive antidiscrimination policy that
covers sexual orientation as well as race and gender. There is a sup-
portive social justice office, created by the outgoing university presi-
dent. The Bisexual, Gay and Lesbian Mountaineers (BIGLM), a stu-
dent group founded in 1987, has a significant presence on campus.
Through university-wide activities and programming, including Gay
Pride Week, BIGLM raises awaren :ss around lesbian, gay, bisexual,
and transgender issues. The group played an important role in my
hiring and in the creation of the sexuality course.

The WVU Center for Women's Studies has been in existence in one
form or another since 1980. Like many women'’s studies programs,
the center originally relied on the founding coordinator (an English
department professor) and other departmental faculty for course of-
ferings.'> Obtaining a full-time women’s studies faculty position,
even a temporary one, required much organizing by students as well
as by center staff and affiliated faculty.

Staffing the introductory course was the primary justification for
establishing the position. However, the center was also concerned
with internal curricular development. BIGLM was especially inter-
ested in ensuring that whoever was hired would offer a course in
lesbian and gay studies. I was asked during my hiring interview
whether I would be willing to do so both by students and by the
social justice officer.'¢

I had just received my doctorate in American studies from the Uni-
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versity of Michigan six months before, where new courses in the his-
tory of sexuality and culture of gays and lesbians were being offered
through the history department and the American culture program.
Coursework in this field had not been available to me before I started
my dissertation. However, I had read in the area on my own and
believed that as a social and cultural historian I could offer a course
that focused on the issues and on key theoretical concepts in the his-
tory of sexuality in the United States. Equally important, as a feminist
and women’s studies scholar, I was committed to antiheterosexist
teaching and supported a women'’s studies program making a contri-
bution to the scholarship and curricula in lesbigay studies. These
commitments were personal as well as intellectual, and stemmed in
part from relationships with lesbian friends and colleagues. As I told
the BIGLM representative, the opportunity to teach such a course was
therefore very exciting to me.

At the hiring interview I offered to teach lesbigay studies as part
of a course on the history of sexuality in the United States that also
explored changes in heterosexuality. The course would look at how
race and class helped shape those experiences as well. There was no
such course on campus, and as a student of American studies with a
history background I felt this approach would best tap my skills and
knowledge as a scholar, as well as my own subjectivity. This was,
therefore, not to be an exclusively lesbigay studies course. However,
the extensiveness of lesbigay content as well as questions and themes
that would structure the course, such as the emergence of a “homo-
sexual” identity and the creation of a “heterosexual norm,” would
make it a class substantially informed by scholarship in this area.

After I was hired and before I put together the syllabus, I met with
BIGLM. I wanted to hear what their expectations were for such a
course. I also invited discussion of the impact that my sexual identity
as a straight woman might have on the class, including recognition
of the possible limitations this could impose.

I could not meet all the BIGLM students’ expectations for the
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course. For example, I was not an expert on representations of same-
sex intimacy in ancient Greece, and I wanted to limit the focus to the
United States. Also, while I felt that a statement of my subjective
position was a responsible strategy, it did not always produce the
effect I intended. Later, one of the older lesbians in the group told
me that my declaration had confused her. She wondered if my self-
labeling as straight indicated that I would “back off” from commit-
ting to exploration of lesbian, gay, and bisexual material. Fortunately,
she took the course. She later assured me that she concluded there
had been nothing to worry about. If I were to replay the BIGLM
meeting, I would make a similar statement, since I believe it chal-
lenges notions of objectivity and disinterested authority. However,
instead of speaking solely of my identity as a straight woman, I
would also refer to my political and intellectual commitments as a
feminist and antihomophobic teacher.

Meeting with BIGLM helped me think about who would take the
course the first time I offered it. I was told that there was a great deal
of “pent-up demand” for the class, and I was aware of the particular
constituencies that were most likely to take the class: in particular,
lesbian, gay, and bisexual students and feminist-identified straight
students. I hoped for a student group that was diverse and gay-posi-
tive.

Thirty students enrolled, a large number for a seminar. They in-
cluded a number of activists in BIGLM and in the lesbigay commu-
nity at large. Lesbian, gay, and bisexual students who enrolled in this
first session may or may not have had acquaintance with scholarship
on the history of sexuality, including lesbian, gay, and bisexual stud-
ies, but they had considerable life experience in dealing with many
of the issues we dealt with in the course. Several were older. Their
participation was invaluable in creating a gay-positive classroom
community.

When planning the course content, I chose topics designed to en-
gage and inform the lesbian, gay, bisexual, and straight students who



Straight Teacher/Queer Classroom: Teaching as an Ally

wanted to learn more about the history of sexuality in the United
States. Lesbigay issues were presented as an integral part of this his-
tory.!” Since the course covered the history of sexuality in the United
States from the colonial period to the present, much of the initial ma-
terial did not directly deal with lesbigay issues, although such topics
as cross-gender roles in Native American tribes and Victorian roman-
tic friendships were discussed. Most of the last third of the class did
focus more directly on lesbigay concerns, including the emergence
of homosexual communities, the political and cultural significance of
lesbian and gay bar culture, cross-cultural comparisons and the con-
struction of gayness in communities of color, gay liberation, lesbian
feminism, bisexuality, and the moral panic around AIDS. In this sec-
tion we also dealt with the sexual revolution, abortion and reproduc-
tive rights, pornography, and the impact of consumerism on sexu-
ality.

According to evaluations at the end of the course, some straight
students overestimated how much time was actually spent on lesbi-
gay material, but most felt that this was a positive experience. As one
student wrote, “Bringing homosexual topics into each issue helped
me, as a heterosexual, to further understand their world.” Another
wrote, “I learned so much about a culture I knew almost nothing
about—it really opened my eyes.”'®

In this first semester, a significant percentage of the students were
lesbian, gay, or bisexual. A student’s anonymous survey of class
members revealed that half of the students who reported their sexual
identity were lesbian or gay male, and half were bisexual or straight.
(She divided the class into two categories: lesbian and gay, bisexual
and straight.) My own estimate was that 60 percent of the students
were lesbian, gay, or bisexual. Out of thirty students, twenty-five
were women. The five men were all gay. While BIGLM played an
important role in advocating the course, this was not a “BIGLM
class.” Students who were not part of BIGLM, including those who
were lesbian, gay, or bisexual, enrolled, and not all members of the
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organization took the course. Eight students who had taken my Fall
course, Contemporary U.S. Women’s Movements, followed up with
the sexuality class.

That the course attracted such a significant percentage of lesbian,
gay, and bisexual students in the first semester helped make the
classroom a gay-positive or “queer” space, as the students described
it.! Lesbian, gay, and bisexual students often spoke out of their sex-
ual subjectivity, openly identifying themselves. While straight women
actively participated in classroom discussion, they sometimes gave
the impression of “overhearing” conversations of which they were
not the center. Their group presentations (which I will describe be-
low), however, provided them with the means to speak more authori-
tatively.?°

When I offered the course again the following spring term, the
class makeup was reversed: closer to 40 percent of the eighteen stu-
dents who enrolled were lesbian, gay, or bisexual, while 60 percent
were straight. This affected the dynamics of the class. Heterosexual
feminists were more outspoken, focusing on issues of reproductive
rights, the sex industry, New Right attempts to regulate sexuality,
teen pregnancy, and welfare. Several of the students in the class had
direct experience with welfare or knew friends who did. Several
straight and bisexual women students also had friends or acquain-
tances who stripped in local clubs, providing an interesting slant on
the sex industry. The more conservative views on these issues of a
straight white male student helped spark some of these discussions.

While bisexual, lesbian, and gay students were again active and
vocal participants in the class, many fewer chose to self-label, and
such identifications seemed not to be as much at the center of the
discussion. The absence of role models, such as the older lesbian stu-
dents who helped shape such discussions the previous year, also con-
tributed.

There were exceptions. Bisexual students were more vocal than be-
fore about the ways both straight and gay communities were preju-
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diced against them or misrepresented them. Heightened bisexual
awareness may, in part, have been a result of the impact of a major
bisexual speaker, Lani Kaahumanu, who participated in Gay Pride
Week that fall.

In the circumstances of the second class, I felt a greater responsibil-
ity to bring diverse lesbian, gay, and bisexual voices into discussions
through the readings. Our texts, therefore, became an even more cen-
tral resource.

Course content also helped counter racial bias. In both semesters
the class was primarily white. In the first semester the course was
offered, it was exclusively so. The second semester, a feminist-
friendly black man whose family was Guyanese enrolled. Students of
color make up 5 percent of the total WVU student population, and 6
percent of undergraduate students. Three percent both of total stu-
dents and of undergraduates are African American.?! There are very
few gays of color who are out on campus. I was concerned that the
white experience of sexuality not become implicitly hegemonic. Read-
ings on Native American, Mexican, and African American heterosex-
ual experience, and African American, Mexican, and Chicano lesbians
and gay men shifted the center to these groups. The perspective of
lesbians and gays of color helped make the “naturalness” of Anglo
sexual identities problematic.

In the first semester the class met for a three-hour block in the
evening. Various class activities helped promote a “lesbigay-friendly”
classroom environment. In both the first and second years I empha-
sized in the first class meeting that a good portion of the course con-
tent would be on lesbian, bisexual, and gay issues.”” Questions raised
by such material —for example, social constructionist and essentialist
explanations of sexual identity or mechanisms of sexual regulation
and marginalization—were then integrated throughout the semester.
In the first semester, a lively discussion of the benefits and drawbacks
of labeling also took place the first evening, and the class later re-
turned to the topic when we discussed community and identity.?
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I also asked the students to brainstorm topics for required group
projects (or in the second semester, individual paper topics). We filled
the board with a variety of possible subject areas, including sex edu-
cation in the schools, marital rape and the law, femme/butch in the
lesbian community, straight and gay experiences of pornography, les-
bians and gays in the military, and others. In the first semester the
group project “brainstorm” closed the class meeting, producing a
high level of collective class energy by tapping student interests and
creativity. (Since in the second semester the class met twice a week
for shorter time periods, I asked students to bring in topics for a
brainstorm during the second meeting.) The brainstorming made it
clear that students were expected to be active participants in the class
and that this was a course where lesbian, gay, and bisexual themes
were welcome—without promoting possibly risky self-disclosure in
the first session.

While coalitions and alliances can develop in the classroom, not all
students may wish or be ready to make the commitment that is re-
quired of faculty who teach as allies. Throughout both semesters, I
was acutely aware of my own position as a straight if gay-positive
feminist teacher. In class I called attention to my own social privilege
in discussing the institutionalization of heterosexuality.?* I worked to
understand life experiences I had not had and encouraged students
to become more aware of how their identities are relational, a part of
group relations. However, while I hoped students would be open to
lives different from their own as they participated in the course, I did
not assume that every class member had the desire or ability to make
a further commitment to understanding or action.?® Still, collective in-
class and out of class activities can help build knowledge of others,
and even commitment and trust.

We made space for announcements of relevant events. This situ-
ated the class in larger social struggles and acknowledged students’
commitments outside the classroom. In the first year there were an-
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nouncements of a workshop led by a member of the National Gay
and Lesbian Task Force on New Right backlash. There was discussion
of the formation of a university-wide Council on Sexual Orientation
and evaluation of what effect the university’s antidiscrimination
clause had on faculty and student attitudes. In the second year, class
members discussed attacks by a local politician on BIGLM. A Take
Back the Night rally and march, which included protest against hate
crimes targeting gays as well as rape and domestic violence, was an-
nounced by students who were taking a leadership role in organizing
the event.

Group projects in the first semester also contributed to breaking
down isolation between class members and helped clarify and bridge
differences among students in their identities and their political ap-
proach to issues. Students chose topics, usually from the list devel-
oped in the brainstorm, and collaboratively researched in-class pre-
sentations, after providing me with a group proposal. The students
were then required to write individual papers incorporating material
from their group presentation. Many straight students demonstrated
their desire to act as allies through their choice of project topics or
participation in gay-straight project groups. Lesbian, gay, and bisex-
ual students also negotiated their differences and affirmed solidarity
through class projects.

One of the more successful presentations, on pornography, was
done by a group of students who were mixed both in gender and
sexual orientation and who collectively explored how their different
subjectivities shaped their responses to the topic. While they engaged
in collective activity and discussion—for example, going to a porno-
graphic bookstore together—members of the project group did not
feel any need to come to agreement. Their multiple perceptions,
sometimes overlapping, sometimes differing, were the center of their
class presentation.

Another presentation, on gays in the military, became the basis for
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a joint evening with BIGLM. Armed forces policy toward gays in the
military had become a hot campus topic because of the vocal opposi-
tion of ROTC members to any changes. While I and members of
BIGLM who were participants in the class arranged the invitation
with the BIGLM programming coordinator, we first got the
agreement of the class. Since the group of students who presented
that evening were the first to share their research project with the
class, the evening felt particularly special. In addition to the group
presentation, we also showed the film Comrades in Arms, a British re-
creation of the experience of gays and lesbians in the military during
World War II.

Group project presentations swallowed up most of class time in
the latter portion of the course, making it difficult to explore course
material, especially lesbigay material, as thoroughly as I and the class
would have liked. I therefore reluctantly abandoned the collaborative
projects the second time I taught the course. Instead, to give students
the experience of collaborating with other students, I substituted two
activities: giving each student a partner who would provide feedback
on the drafts of thematic/research papers, and asking students to
bring in discussion questions every week. I was dissatisfied with the
outcome of the first activity: a few students chose the draft and cri-
tique deadline to disappear from the class, and we all agreed that the
partnered critiques were not “public” enough discussions of what
class members were doing.?®

The second experiment, however, was extremely successful. On
Tuesdays most students consistently brought in questions on our
weekly readings, which I typed up on one or two sheets and dissem-
inated for our Thursday sessions. I would group questions to suggest
themes. Sometimes I would start us off with a question I particularly
wanted to pursue. Still, Thursdays became known as the days stu-
dents set the agenda for the class.

The questions offered by students deepened our understanding of
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the issues by providing collective readings of the material. Students
felt that the questions democratized the class and built trust among
students and between faculty and students. As one student wrote on
the year-end evaluation, “I really enjoyed the class discussions on
Thursdays. I learned a lot from the other people in the class as well
as the material we read!”?” Another wrote that the student-generated
discussion questions “gave us a voice—and also let us see where
other people were coming from.” This student also maintained that
one of the most valuable aspects of the course was “the open environ-
ment which nurtured no holds barred discussion.”

Successful ally teaching does not preclude conflict in the class-
room. Indeed, the articulation of disagreement can mean that a class
has become safe enough that participants are able to take risks with
one another, rather than burying differences in premature agreement
or the silence of resistance.?® In the first semester I was especially
heartened when students disagreed with my social constructionist
approach to sexual identity, or argued with each other about the best
strategies to achieve liberation. Such disagreements emphasized how
“knowledge is produced, negotiated and transformed” in the class-
room.”” When students challenged my interpretations or disagreed
with other students’ political strategies, they demonstrated that peda-
gogy is interactive and not a matter of knowledge transmitted by the
instructor and passively received by individual students unaffected
by one another.*

Disagreement about the relative value of social construction and
essentialism provided an opportunity to encourage students to de-
velop their own interpretations. Some students were especially wary
of social constructionist analyses of present-day lesbian and gay iden-
tity because such theoretical approaches tended to neglect the rela-
tionship between psychology and collective social formation. Others
were persuaded by social construction’s attempt to historicize sexual-
ity and its emphasis on the mediation of sexual identity by cultural
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and historical factors.>* Students who embraced social constructionist
theories argued that such approaches freed them from what they per-
ceived as the limitations and denials inherent in all fixed sexual cate-
gories, while others were concerned that such explanations were vul-
nerable to misinterpretation in the current political environment. Like
many current gay activists, they preferred a biologically determined
“born this way” explanation of sexual identity in the face of right-
wing attacks.

To explore student responses to various social constructionist and
essentialist explanatory strategies, I asked the students to write about
what they liked and disliked and what they found useful in each. This
produced a collective text that I reproduced for the students. As a
result of this activity, student responses to questions on the final
examination about nineteenth-century female romantic friendships
and Mexican and Chicano same-sex relations became less polarized.
Regardless of their preferred theoretical stance, students did not dis-
miss any of the models as outside consideration.

My experience of teaching Sex and Sexuality in American Culture
has led me to become more aware of multiple leadership in the
classroom. Certainly as a faculty member I bring important resources:
my training as a historian and a feminist scholar; personal experiences
with political activism; and the authority of my position, which gives
me greater access to shaping the classroom community than students
have. I provided leadership or contributed specific expertise when I
engaged the students in historical thinking that challenged received
categories. However, students also provided expertise growing out of
their experience in organizing around issues that we addressed in the
course, their life experience, or their prior knowledge of the scholar-
ship. I agree with educators David Lusted and Patti Lather that peda-
gogy involves “the transformation of consciousness that takes place in
the intersection of three agencies—the teacher, the learner and the
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knowledge they together produce.””* I especially strove to create a

community of diverse and differing knowers through activities such
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as the group projects, the evaluation of social construction and essen-
tialism, and the student-generated study questions.

As I have suggested, feminist and other progressive educators have
tried to reconceptualize issues of authority and leadership in the
classroom. Early feminist educators relied on solidarity between
themselves and their often movement-wise students. They expected
students to share responsibility for their education. However, as Bar-
bara Hillyer Davis points out, with the successful institutionalization
of women’s studies, students who were unfamiliar with conscious-
ness-raising or activism in the women’s movement became the major-
ity in women’s studies classrooms by the 1980s.3* Many writers on
feminist pedagogy responded by de-emphasizing collective responsi-
bility for classroom learning and by paying renewed attention to fac-
ulty’s caretaking activities.

A redefinition of authority as something to be shared between fac-
ulty and students and among students can be seen in the more recent
writing by feminist educators. Postmodern feminists such as Ells-
worth and Orner deconstruct the role of teacher as “empowerer.” 3
Other feminist educators emphasize how students can become “au-
thorities to each other.”3> This renewed emphasis on multiple, di-
verse, and reciprocal authorities in the classroom has, in part,
emerged from recognition of students’ individual expertise.’® But the
most significant contributing factor has been the recognition that stu-
dents, as well as faculty, are members of social groupings with spe-
cific (if partial) knowledge. For example, Ellsworth, as a feminist, had
developed “sophisticated strategies for interpreting and interrupting
sexism” but recognized that her experience of and understanding of
racism were constrained by her “white skin and middle class privi-
lege.”% She contrasted this with the knowledge of her students of
color who had life-long experience with racism and had engaged in
campus activism and other antiracist struggles.®®

Teaching as an ally relies on our recognition of partial perspec-
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tives—our own and that of our students—and our need to engage
in collaborative efforts to recover and make central the experience of
previously excluded groups in the construction and reconstruction of
knowledge.* This isn’t always easy. As one feminist teacher, Nancy
Grey Osterud, points out, her white students resisted examining their
own privilege or developing a systematic analysis of racial inequality.
Nevertheless, she wanted to

create classrooms that prefigure the possibilities of emancipation. That
means not only sharing authority with students . . . but also . . . critically
examining . . . and opposing hierarchies of domination and subordina-
tion based on race, class, and culture.*

As members of the faculty, we cannot divest ourselves of our
positions of authority (and responsibility) in our institutions. How-
ever, we can acknowledge and use our position and its opportunities
and responsibilities. My own commitment to lesbigay studies grew as
a result of teaching the sexuality course; I was asked to chair the
Education Committee on Research and Curriculum of the president’s
Council on Sexual Orientation. Participation in the council, which was
diverse in sexual orientation, gender, and race, gave me both a sense
of community and continued education in institutional strategizing
around lesbigay issues.*! Both outside and inside the classroom we
can act as allies with our students.
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Dynamics of Feminist Teaching, ed. Margo Culley and Catherine Portuges (Bos-
ton: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1985), 254.

9. Adherents of critical pedagogy see schools as cultural as well as instruc-
tional sites, as “arenas of contestation and struggle among differently empow-
ered cultural and economic groups.” Through classroom critiques of injustice
and oppression, critical pedagogy attempts to contribute to the creation of an
“open, self-critical community of inquiring citizens.” See Henry Giroux, The-
ory and Resistance in Education: A Pedagogy for the Opposition (South Hadley,
MA: Bergin and Garvey, 1983), 74, 190. Poststructuralist feminists like Orner
are critical of what they see as insufficient attention to how power relations
structure even progressive forums for dialogue.

10. Mimi Orner, “Interrupting Calls for Student Voice in ‘Liberatory” Edu-
cation: A Feminist Poststructuralist Perspective,” in Luke and Gore, eds., 75.

11. Ellsworth, 109.

12. Ellsworth, 115.

13. See Margaret Andersen and Patricia Hill Collins, “Shifting the Center
and Reconstructing Knowledge,” in Race, Class, and Gender: An Anthology, ed.
Margaret Andersen and Patricia Hill Collins (Belmont, CA: Wadsworth, 1995),
4. Andersen and Collins describe such awareness as “inclusive thinking.”

14. Albrecht and Brewer, eds., 3—4. For an additional definition of “alli-
ance,” see Gail Pheterson, “Alliances between Women: Overcoming Internal-
ized Oppression and Internalized Domination,” in Albrecht and Brewer, eds.,
34—48, especially 36.

15. The title “coordinator” was changed to “director” when the center was
established as a freestanding unit in 1984. Women'’s studies has since moved
back into the Eberly College of Arts and Sciences.

16. In the academic year 1993-94, the staff adviser for BIGLM and a profes-
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sor in the English department brought together a group of faculty, students,
and staff to plan a university-wide committee in recognition that greater
institutional and faculty support was needed to address the needs of the
lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender university community. This group, the
Council on Sexual Orientation, received the university president’s mandate
under the guidance of the Office of Social Justice. The Center for Women was
also able to hire a second, permanent director, whose appointment is full-
time.

17. Ibelieved it was particularly important to problematize heterosexuality
by examining the historical and cultural changes in its meaning, expression,
and regulation. In this effort, I was guided by our excellent textbook, John
D’Emilio and Estelle Freedman, Intimate Matters: A History of Sexuality in
America (New York: Harper and Row, 1988).

18. See Evaluation Forms—Spring 1994, WMST 191/391/HIST 111, “Sex
and Sexuality in American Culture.” All evaluations were anonymous.

19. The term “queer” is controversial, and I use it with caution because
it can hide differences and tensions among lesbians, gays, bisexuals, and
transgender people. Gay, lesbian, and bisexual students called the class in the
first semester a “queer classroom,” expressing their sense of co-ownership
and because it explored political sexual cultures beyond heterosexual domi-
nance. For an excellent discussion of the implications of the term “queer,” see
Lauren Berlant, Michael Warner, et al., “Forum: On the Political Implications
of Using the Term ‘Queer,” as in ‘Queer Politics,” ‘Queer Studies,” and ‘Queer
Pedagogy,” ” Radical Teacher, issue on lesbian/gay/queer studies, 45 (winter
1994): 52-57.

20. White students experienced a similar initial silence in a course,
Women, Race, and Class, taught by Dorothy Haecker and Frances Jones-
Sneed at the University of Missouri-Columbia in the mid-1980s. One student,
Mary McNamara, maintained that such silence was temporary. When she
learned what other women had to deal with from other students her reticence
dissipated. See Barbara Scott Winkler, A Comparative History of Four Women's
Studies Programs, 1970-1985, Ph.D. diss., University of Michigan, Ann Arbor,
1992 (Ann Arbor: University Microfilms International, 1992), p. 349, PR
9303838.

21. See West Virginia University Statistical Profiles, 1992-1993, 23d ed., table
5, p- 14.

22. In the second year I wanted to include more readings and discussion
about transsexuality and transgender. While we did have several articles, the
excellent book that I hoped we could order in its less expensive paperback
edition before the end of the course became available too late. I intend to
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include it next time I teach the course. See Kate Bornstein, Gender Outlaw: On
Men, Women, and the Rest of Us (New York: Routledge, 1994).

23. Students distinguished between self-identification and labeling by oth-
ers in the use of terms like “queer,” “dyke,” and so forth. While some students
felt uncomfortable with labels as simplifying their histories and self-under-
standing, others felt they were useful in creating and identifying community.

24. In the first semester this resulted in a certain amount of good-natured
teasing by students who had decided I was just a little bit “bent.”

25. I believe that it is important for faculty to keep encouraging involve-
ment and creating support for students with whom we disagree. In all my
classes I establish ground rules for mutual respect as the basis for discussion.
When sexist, homophobic, racist, or other prejudiced comments are made, I
intervene in a way that tries to honor the integrity of each student while
helping them step back from their own preconceptions. I ask all of us, includ-
ing myself, to do this thoughtfully, with compassion, and with humor when
appropriate.

26. Interestingly, the critiques had worked well that fall semester in the
U.S. Contemporary Women’s Movements course. I think the difference may
be due to the subject matter.

27. See Evaluation Forms—Spring 1995, WMST 191/391/HIST 111, “Sex
and Sexuality in American Culture.”

28. While students disagreed with one another and with me, I found that
this was usually tempered by good humor and respect. A colleague, Dennis
Allen, who had helped found the Council on Sexual Orientation, found this
also to be the case in his course Cultural Representations of Sexual Diversity,
which he taught for the first time in the fall of 1994.

29. See Jane Kenway and Helen Modra, “Feminist Pedagogy and Emanci-
patory Possibilities,” in Luke and Gore, eds., 143.

30. See Patti Lather, “Post-Critical Pedagogies: A Feminist Reading,” in
Luke and Gore, eds., 121. On students as academic authorities, see Frances
Maher and Mary Kay Thompson Tetreault, The Feminist Classroom: An Inside
Look at How Professors and Students Are Transforming Higher Education for a
Diverse Society (New York: Basic Books, 1994), 130.

31. See Carole Vance, “Social Construction Theory: Problems in the His-
tory of Sexuality,” in Homosexuality, Which Homosexuality? ed. Dennis Altman,
Carole Vance, et al. (London: GMP Publishers, 1989), 13, 21.

32. David Lusted, “Why Pedagogy?” Screen 27, no. 5 (1986): 3, quoted in
Lather, 121.

33. Barbara Hillyer Davis, “Teaching the Feminist Minority,” in Culley
and Portuges, eds., 245-52.
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34. See Ellsworth and Orner, especially 77, 83.

35. See Maher and Tetreault, 130.

36. See Maher and Tetreault, 129, 161-62.

37. Ellsworth, 100.

38. Ellsworth, 99.

39. See Andersen and Collins, 3.

40. Nancy Grey Osterud, quoted in Maher and Tetreault, 160.

41. The Education Committee was successful in obtaining a grant from the
WVU Provost’s Multicultural Committee to plan a faculty development semi-
nar on the intersection of racial and sexual identities, focusing on lesbigay
people of color.
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The Outsider’s Gaze

JANET M. POWERS

(1

As we in women’s studies struggle with the Insider/Outsider concept
in attempting to teach multicultural literature and theory, we can’t
help but notice that we are experiencing a pervasive postcolonial cri-
sis of authority, a crisis felt most strongly perhaps by formerly hege-
monic Western discourses.! Yet the problems we face and the ques-
tions they raise are of global significance. We have witnessed in
academe such a scramble to recognize and celebrate the other that
reactionary attitudes have emerged in resistance. In addition, the In-
sider/Outsider question has arisen: who in fact should teach multi-
cultural literature and theory? Twenty years ago, I found nothing
wrong with my teaching an entire course on African American litera-
ture, because there wasn’t anyone else on our campus who might do
it. Now, however, I wouldn’t think of teaching such a course, even if
there were no minority faculty available, and I'm astounded by my
own arrogance in once thinking that I could. The scenario has
changed: now there are well-trained African American faculty who
represent their culture as Insiders, and who may resent the idea of
an Outsider speaking for them.

Yet I continue to teach courses in the civilization and literature of
India, the field for which I was trained, and, perhaps more germane
to world feminism, I teach a course entitled Contemporary Women's
Writing: Cross-Cultural Perspectives. The latter course includes not
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only African American writing, but also writing by Native Ameri-
cans, Hispanics, Asians, and Africans. The women'’s studies program
at my college recognizes the need to teach works and perspectives of
women of color from our own culture as well as the postcolonial
world; indeed, we have committed ourselves to that goal. Yet in the
process of teaching those works, one begins to question the appropri-
ateness of Outsiders speaking on behalf of Insiders. In essence, one is
disturbed by some of the same questions James Clifford raises in rela-
tion to ethnographic authority: who has the authority to speak for a
group’s identity or authenticity? What are the essential elements and
boundaries of a culture? How do self and other clash and converse
in encounters of ethnography, travel, modern interethnic relations?
What narratives of development, loss, and innovation can account for
the present range of oppositional viewpoints??

The first of these questions is of great relevance to women’s stud-
ies as an issue of pedagogy: who has the authority to speak for a
group’s identity or authenticity? To those of us who have undertaken
the mission of trying to teach one society to another, the question

"4

seems urgent. As Clifford observes, “ ‘cultural” difference is no longer
a stable, exotic otherness; self-other relations are matters of power
and rhetoric rather than of essence. A whole structure of expectations
about authenticity in culture and in art is thrown in doubt.”®> What
gives me, an Outsider, the right to teach a work of African American
literature and claim to be teaching its essence? Can I take refuge in
the fact that I have read a great deal of African American literature
and have gained a sense of African American culture from my forays
as an Outsider into the pages of an Insider’s novel? Or can I, in the
manner of an ethnographer, claim the knowledge of a participant-
observer because I have African American friends and am welcome
in their homes?

The same questions, applied to my teaching of South Asian culture
and literature, seem even more acute. In this area, I can claim the
rigors of doctoral work, a dissertation, fieldwork in the Indian sub-
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continent, numerous South Asian friends, repeated research trips to
many parts of India, and knowledge of Indian languages. Indeed, I
am more at home with Indians and certain parts of the subcontinent
than I am in my own culture. Yet I am surrounded by articulate
South Asian scholars who speak with a great deal more authority
about their culture than I possibly could, even though they may
know only a small corner of it. Worse, as I teach South Asian litera-
ture, I sometimes feel myself guilty of trying to interpret attitudes
and experiences that are not mine and that perhaps I cannot repre-
sent authentically.

Trinh T. Minh-Ha writes of how the dominant culture has moved
“from obnoxious exteriority to obtrusive interiority,” how our quest
for

the so-called hidden values of a person or a culture, has given rise to a
form of legitimized (but unacknowledged as such) voyeurism and sub-
tle arrogance—namely, the pretense to see into or to own the others’
minds, whose knowledge these others cannot, supposedly, have them-
selves; and the need to define, hence confine, providing them thereby
with a standard of self-evaluation on which they necessarily depend.*

These words lead me to raise new questions about what I am trying
to do in the classroom, particularly when international students or
Asian-American students are part of the dialogue. Does what I say
about Indian culture have any validity as interpretation, and if my
interpretation varies from that of a South Asian, am I in some way
limiting the Insider’s sense of self?

Even in the field of women’s studies, where there ought naturally
to have been a sense of sisterhood and shared purpose, there has been
a belated recognition that not all women in our culture share the same
experiences and that our agendas and our syllabi need to be more
inclusive. Yet as my colleague (also white) and I taught an Introduc-
tion to Women's Studies course, and deliberately paired every article
about the dominant culture with another that dealt with women of
color, our affluent, white students constantly complained in their
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journals that they could not relate to many of the articles. The whole
enterprise took on reality only when we brought into the classroom
an African American woman, who talked about growing up black
in Gettysburg and being discouraged by her high school guidance
counselor from aspiring to college; and a Hispanic woman, who told
of challenging her father and paying for her own high school educa-
tion, in order to transcend the cultural expectations for women in her
Mexican community. Clearly, the two white instructors could not
speak with the same authority because, even though we might have
known about these things, our knowledge was secondhand.

In teaching works by women of color, white women inevitably
claim an objective similar to that of ethnographers and filmmakers:
“to grasp the native’s point of view” and “to realize his/her vision of
his/her world.” The injunction to do so, as Trinh T. Minh-Ha points
out, lies at the center of every polemical discussion on “reality” in its
relation to “beauty” and “truth.”® Yet the question of representing
the other has become fraught with issues of rhetoric and power, as
postcolonial theory takes the issue to sophisticated levels of interpreta-
tion, and political correctness becomes a creed rather than the result
of changed perception. Indeed, suggests Minh-Ha, allowing the other
“an aura” has become a kind of game, for even when the other is
being privileged, she is also reminded of the favor she enjoys in being
permitted to speak her mind.®

Homi Bhabha, in turn, seeks to shift the conversation “from identi-
fication of images as positive or negative, to an understanding of
the processes of subjectification made possible (and plausible) through
stereotypical discourse.”” By focusing on the stereotypes Colonizers
have typically used in describing the other, Bhabha recognizes that
both “the recognition and disavowal of ‘difference’ is always dis-
turbed by the question of its re-presentation or construction.”® His
observations raise new questions about the content of my syllabi.
What am I teaching when I teach The Bluest Eye by Toni Morrison or
Bharati Mukherjee’s Wife? Am I teaching the other as the other per-
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ceives herself, or as the other filtered through an Anglo understanding
of what the other might be? Do I yield to stereotypes in my attempt to
represent the other? How do I explain what I do not fully understand
myself, even though I recognize its existence?

Bhabha’s understanding of stereotypical discourse is complicated:

Stereotyping is not the setting up of a false image which becomes the
scapegoat of discriminatory practices. It is a much more ambivalent text
of projection and introjection, metaphoric and metonymic strategies,
displacement, overdetermination, guilt, aggressivity; the masking and
splitting of “official” and fantasmatic knowledges to construct the posi-
tionalities and oppositionalities of racist discourse.’

For Bhabha, stereotypes, and indeed colonial discourse in general, is
“a complex articulation of the tropes of fetishism . .. and the forms of
narcissistic and aggressive identification available to the Imaginary.” '
He perceives stereotypical racial discourse as a four-term strategy
linking the metaphoric (or masking) function of the fetish and the
narcissistic object-choice on the one hand and the metonymic figuring
of lack with the Imaginary on the other. Here, Bhabha addresses
the Colonizer’s fascination with the other, his simultaneous need to
denigrate and adore that which he perceives as weak and different.
Perhaps most useful in Bhabha’s analysis of the stereotype is the
recognition that what it dramatizes is separation —“between races, cul-
tures, histories, within histories—a separation between before and after
that repeats obsessively the mythical moment of disjunction.”!! If
separation is the essential message of the stereotype, then it must
follow that separation is the notion to avoid. Does negating separation
mean that I should be focusing on similarities rather than differences?
If so, wherein lies the value in exploring the other? What am I asking
my students to do when I ask them to stretch their notions of what is
possible and what is beautiful? Wherein lies my fascination with the
other? Is it a concern for the weak, which gives me a notion of power?
Is it a delight in the exotic, which makes me something of a voyeur?
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Is it a reveling in things imagined, which causes me aggressively to
explore the boundaries of what is possible? Or is it the desire for an
originality, so lacking in myself, that I must appropriate another’s?

Minh-Ha might say that in asking these questions I am opening a
space for the other, yet “the space offered is not that of an object
brought to visibility, but that of the very invisibility of the invisible
within the visible ... the space of an activity in which everything
takes on a collective value in spite of skepticism.”!? I still do not see
the Insider except as the other, even though I may attempt to teach
her culture. And though I, as the Outsider, am more than happy to
accord recognition to and celebrate the Insider, a new set of negativit-
ies and positivities emerges in questioning and renaming otherness
and unnaming the Colonizer and the other.”® I am still the Outsider,
still looking in, still trying to discern the nature of the other, still
gazing at skin, language, habits of conversation, music, ways of relat-
ing that are different from my own. Yet, I have taken upon myself
the mission of showing what I see to others who are younger, less
experienced, more afraid. How can I avoid teaching them to gaze in
the same way that I do? If my own fascination with other cultures is
suspect, why should I hope that they too will come to identify with
the other as I do?

As a way out of this predicament, I would like to propose that we
reexamine four modes of authority claimed by ethnographers, with
the understanding that what we do in the classroom is, by analogy,
similar to what an ethnographer does in representing the other.'
When we teach literature written by persons from cultures other than
our own, we attempt to convey the essence of those cultures based
on words and narratives constructed by native speakers. Like ethnog-
raphers, we offer our students enhanced access to the worlds of the
other. Although any reader might conceivably gain such access via
the printed page, a teacher promises additional cultural knowledge,
gained either by direct experience or by scholarly work, that will fa-
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cilitate the student’s access. Presumably, teachers claim as well supe-
rior ability to make sense of the words and narratives constructed by
the other. The ethnographer’s strategies, therefore, are useful to the
teacher in the dual processes of access and representation.

The first such strategy is that of the participant-observer, already
referred to, and perhaps best known as a technique for anthropologi-
cal fieldwork. The second, interpretation, consists of the ethnogra-
pher’s attempt to analyze his data and present it in the realm of pub-
lic discourse. The third strategy, the dialogical mode of authority,
recognizes the fact that native control over what is observed and
known by the fieldworker can be considerable. Last, the polyphonic
strategy recognizes not only the views of the fieldworker and the
effect of his gaze on the native subject, but also the creative activity
of the reader. Although each has its limitations, these modes of au-
thority offer strategies of representation that may be used in the class-
room.

Clifford describes participant observation as “a continuous tacking
between the ‘inside’” and ‘outside’ of events: on the one hand grasp-
ing the sense of specific occurrences and gestures empathetically, on
the other stepping back to situate these meanings in wider con-
texts.” 1> Those Euro-Americans who have lived abroad, attended a
Martin Luther King celebration, celebrated a holiday or birthday with
a Hispanic or Native American family, shared a room with someone
of a different race, have experienced, however briefly, the role of par-
ticipant-observer. “Experiential authority is based on a ‘feel” for the
foreign context, a kind of accumulated savvy and a sense of the style
of a people or place. . .. Like ‘intuition,” it is something that one does
or does not have, and its invocation often smacks of mystification.”
How does one draw on such experiences? An instructor’s anecdote,
understood to be and presented as that of the Outsider/Insider, is
often arresting and appreciated, and it serves to make a piece of in-
formation memorable. Relevant students” experiences should be elic-
ited to achieve the same effect whenever possible. Students must be
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encouraged to recognize and seek participant experiences, even if
they do not fully understand their role of observers until later.
Clifford goes on to suggest that one “resist the temptation to trans-
late all meaningful experience into interpretation. If the two are recip-
rocally related, they are not identical.” !¢ Indeed, the instructor simply
telling of an experience with an acknowledgment that she has not
fully understood what happened can be more effective in claiming
authority than reams of interpretation aimed at understanding a com-
mon, meaningful world. The details of concrete experience suggest a
sensitive contact with that world, as well as a rapport with its people.
The flaw in the participant-observer mode of authority, however, is
that it is, in the end, personal. It is “my experience” that is being
related, and for everyone else, it lacks the concrete perception that
has inscribed it indelibly in the mind of the participant.
Interpretation as a mode of authority involves looking at a culture
as an assemblage of texts to be interpreted by a single thinker. In the
classroom, we can often work with texts that have already become
autonomous, available to the public domain. The interpretive process
is thus separated from the text and from the fictive world generated
by the text. Clifford notes that the ethnographer-interpreter may be
compared with the literary interpreter, or better yet, “with the tradi-
tional critic, who sees the task at hand as locating the unruly meaning
of a text in a single coherent intention.”'” I rather like his use of the
term unruly, for it conveys the notion of information that has a life of
its own and that must be approached assertively, perhaps even
“tamed,” before it is ready for presentation in the classroom. The act
of preparing to teach a new text is very much like that: one first reads
it, notes the major ideas and themes, savors specific imagery, wrestles
with disturbing elements, and attempts to organize them all into
some sort of coherent perception that can be passed on to students.
The trick here, I think, is in inviting students to do the same, to
deconstruct the text by focusing on disturbing elements, ones that
don’t fit neatly into conventional explanations or previous ways of
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seeing. It is sometimes difficult not to tell them, if one has already
figured everything out, what they should see and understand. Inter-
pretation is an art that can be taught, but it takes time, and it some-
times goes astray because students have not had the observer-partici-
pant experience discussed earlier. Leslie Marmon Silko’s Storyteller,
for example, appears at first to be a randomly gathered mélange of
stories, personal recollections, and poems. Yet certain themes must be
teased from what is actually an intricate narrative chain, to illuminate
Native American attitudes toward gender, sexuality, and cultural con-
frontation. The vulnerability of interpretation lies, of course, in the
way it too is subject to the potentially flawed understanding and
expressivity of the interpreter, or, in the case of a class, interpreters.
An attempt at interpretation may dissolve into participant-observer
anecdotes, or it may emerge with such abstraction as to fail in its
intent to illuminate.

Perhaps more desirable is “a process of dialogue where interlocut-

ers actively negotiate a shared vision of reality.”!®

If one is lucky, she
has multicultural students in the classroom to help show the way. An
insensitive professor, however, may overdo the consultative process.
Such students need space in which to disagree if they need to. One
can also make use of recognized Insider interpretations, which, claim-
ing their own authority, map the way for students and professors
alike. Pulling in a significant critical observation at the right moment
will often push the interpretive process in a productive direction.
Being able to insert a point from a lecture by Gloria Naylor, that
“women are circumscribed by words,” illuminates our discussion of
Bailey’s Cafe. Finally, at the risk of concentrating the Outsider’s gaze
into a high-powered laser beam, bringing into the classroom someone
the students can interact with, listen to, and ask questions of is inevita-
bly a successful way of at least demonstrating a linkage of authentic-
ity. The fact that the professor knows and is able to produce such
informants garners her some authority. However, the recipient of the
gaze may well view this opportunity to tell her story as potentially
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dangerous: “what is given in the context of power relations is likely to
be taken back according to where the wind blows.”?

Perhaps the most workable mode of authority, however, is the
polyphonic one, exemplified by Bakhtin’s analysis of the “polyphonic
novel,” which “represents speaking subjects in a field of multiple
discourses.”? As Clifford observes, for Bakhtin the polyphonic novel
is “a carnivalesque arena of diversity ... a utopian textual space
where discursive complexity, the dialogical interplay of voices, can be
accommodated.”?! For the ethnographer, this strategy may amount to
a sort of “plural authorship that accords collaborators not merely
the status of independent enunciators but that of writers.”?? Indeed,
suggests Clifford, the creative activity of a reader, as enunciated by
reader-response theory, may also contribute to the coherence of a text.
Ultimately, there is always a possible variety of readings beyond the
control of any particular authority. Being able to relinquish one’s own
sense of a work, however, is sometimes difficult, particularly when
students insist on simplistic, Disneyesque, or overly specific religious
and/or political readings.

Yet this model of the polyphonic novel is perhaps the most desir-
able mode of authority for the classroom of the nineties, for what
Bakhtin values is precisely the resistance of certain novels to totality,
their inability to be subsumed under a single coherent critical percep-
tion. By acknowledging a variety of voices and possible interpreta-
tions, one avoids the possibility of the Outsider’s gaze falling painfully
and stereotypically on the Insider. Although the possibility of stereo-
typing cannot be eliminated, particularly with students reading a text
in various ways, the instructor as Outsider can always gently question
whether a student’s reading of the text falls into the realm of stereo-
type. Accordingly, I have had to defuse observations about Asian
reticence in a discussion of Bone by Faye Myenne Ng. Such an ap-
proach, however, assumes an initial discussion of what is involved
in a stereotype, and although Bhabha’s discussion is difficult, it is

illuminating.
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In order to provoke a multivalent reading of a novel, the instructor
must not ask the question, “What does this statement mean?” Rather,
she must ask a sequence of questions: (1) “What possible meanings
could this statement have?” (2) “Are any of these meanings more
likely than others?” and finally (3) “Why?” Theory by and about
women of color is just as likely to resist simple explanation and to
lend itself to polyphonic interpretation, if one asks the right questions
of it. Open-ended questions like, “What might have led her to say
this?” or “What sort of experiences might lie behind such a state-
ment?” will go a long way toward allowing the texts to speak for
themselves in many tongues. Acknowledging the polyphonic voices
in the classroom, as well as the text, is of course a key to any successful
discussion in a women’s studies class. Such an approach makes possi-
ble the teaching, by Outsiders, of multicultural literature and theory
in a manner acceptable, although perhaps not ideal, for students of
varied ethnic backgrounds.

To conclude, I would like to cite three texts, used in teaching an intro-
duction to women's studies course, that elicited something like real
understanding from my white, upper-middle-class students, and per-
haps even empowered them to work at trading eyes with Insiders.
Each addresses the Insider/Outsider predicament and models ways
of traversing the slippery terrain of perceived difference. The first,
used at the beginning of the course, became a touchstone for every-
thing else that we read all semester: an article by Maria Lugones,
entitled “Playfulness, ‘World’-Travelling, and Loving Perception”
(1990). Two phrases in particular from this article were used by stu-
dents repeatedly in journals and discussion: “world”-travelling and ar-
rogant perception. By “world”-travelling, Lugones means that one can
“travel” between the worlds that construct us and can inhabit more
than one of these “worlds” at the very same time. The shift from
being one person to being a different person is what she calls
“travel.”? “Arrogant perception,” on the other hand, is an attitude
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that gets in the way of “world”-travelling, and in particular, inhibits
the playfulness involved in it: “the agonistic traveller is a conqueror,
an imperialist.”?* Lugones’s article spells out very clearly what an
Outsider must do to participate in the culture of an Insider. “World”-
travelling, or openness to reconstruction (which sometimes means be-
ing a fool), cancels the sense of separation that results in stereotyping.
It requires a sense of adventure, but—also important—it’s fun.

A second article that seems to me quite extraordinary is “The So-
cial Construction of Black Feminist Thought,” by Patricia Hill Collins.
In this work Collins notes that “values and ideas that Africanist
scholars identify as being characteristically African American often
bear remarkable resemblance to ideas claimed by feminist scholars as
being characteristically female.”? A generous act of revelation on the
part of a woman of color, this essay is an attempt to open to the
Outsider the epistemology of the Insider by calling attention to four
ways of constructing knowledge (not surprisingly, devalued by aca-
deme and the patriarchal culture) that they have in common: (1) liv-
ing as a black woman requires wisdom and “connected knowing”;
and therefore, concrete experience is valued as a criterion of mean-
ing;% (2) African American women develop knowledge claims
through dialogues with others in a community; the very act of speech
involves affirmation of the speaker;? (3) the ethic of caring validates
the appropriateness of emotions in dialogue for both black women
and women in general; “ideas cannot be divorced from the individu-
als who create and share them”;?® (4) the ethic of personal account-
ability, in which “all views expressed and actions taken are thought
to derive from a central set of core beliefs that cannot be other than
personal,” is shared by black culture and women in general.”’ By re-
vealing commonalities, Collins invites the Outsider in, bridges the
gap between, and suggests that Insiders and Outsiders occupy the
same space.

Finally, in “The Master’s Tools Will Never Dismantle the Master’s
House,” Audre Lorde challenges women “to reach down into that
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deep place of knowledge inside herself and touch that terror and
loathing of any difference that lives there. See whose face it wears.” %
Insisting that it is not the place of women of color to educate white
women as to their existence, differences, and relative roles in joint
survival, Lorde suggests that not to study the other is an evasion of
responsibility. From these three articles, we must conclude that al-
though difference is perceptible, it is also bridgeable. Lugones and
Collins show us ways to tear down the walls between the Outsider
and the Insider; Lorde tells us that we must.

Minh-Ha writes of how the dominant culture has moved from car-
ing nothing about the internal lives and emotions of non-Anglo-
Saxon peoples to caring about little else. Thus we seem obsessed
sometimes by the need to uncover or somehow get at Insiders’ sense
of self, “supposedly through the definitions they have of them-
selves.”3! For the Insider, submitting oneself to the Outsider’s gaze
can be an exhausting prospect, particularly when the Outsider shows
so little willingness to engage in the sort of “world”-travel that is
constantly required of minorities in Western culture. And it may be
that the Outsider can trade eyes with Insiders only in fragmentary
moments, unless she dwells for an extended period within the other
culture and experiences the distortion of her own gaze. Nevertheless,
I am heartened by women of color such as Lugones, Collins, and
Lorde, who encourage and exhort the Outsider to stop gazing and
start interacting, to stop being self-conscious but not lose her sensitiv-
ity, to pay attention to what Insiders are saying about themselves,
and above all, to engage in “loving perception.”
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No Middle Ground?
Men Teaching Feminism

J. SCOTT JOHNSON, JENNIFER KELLEN,

GREG SEIBERT, and CELIA

SHAUGHNESSY

“What does it matter who is teaching feminist political theory? What
does it matter who is teaching?” This is how we four responded to
the question whether one of us (Johnson) should or should not be
teaching a course in which the other three were enrolled. But answer-
ing a question with a question is not particularly satisfying, nor were
we content with the responses we received from our peers. When we
presented a talk to faculty on teaching about gender and the relation
of gender to the content of a course on the classics of political theory
and a course on feminist theory, we were surprised by hostile skepti-
cism from tenured women faculty in three different departments. The
discussion quickly polarized. Some senior women faculty who had
fought to get gender issues and feminist concerns into the curriculum
were not willing to entertain the possibility that a man could teach
feminism, because they felt gender was a blinding filter. Apparently
the position they were attacking was one that held that anyone could
teach feminist theory because gender doesn’t matter. There is no mid-
dle ground between these positions as they saw them. However, de-
nying men the opportunity to teach feminist theory is a precaution
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that feminist theory does not need to take. All that is required is a
recognition that gender does matter in teaching, and that this ac-
knowledgment should not prevent teaching. In fact, appreciating the
role that gender plays can often improve a course regardless of the
gender of the professor. This essay reflects our experiences sur-
rounding a course on feminist political theory that was taught by a
man.

Government 313: Feminist Political Theory was offered for the first
time at Saint John’s University and the College of Saint Benedict dur-
ing the fall semester of 1994. Seventeen students, eleven men and six
women, enrolled in the class. We began by comparing Susan Estrich’s
argument in Real Rape to the discussion by Katie Roiphe in The Morn-
ing After. Following that we surveyed some of the claims made in the
history of political thought from Plato, through Rousseau, to Freud.
Most of the semester required an investigation of the feminist re-
sponse and positive critique. We used Rosemarie Tong’s introductory
textbook and read selections from theorists representing liberal, exis-
tential, Marxist, radical, and socialist feminisms. We considered the
debate over Adrienne Rich’s “Compulsory Heterosexuality and Les-
bian Existence” as well as that over Gilligan’s theory of A Different
Voice and an ethic of care. Finally, we considered Naomi Wolf’s con-
ception of power feminism and tried to see whether it fit easily into
any of our original categories. The course was challenging and the
reading load heavy, but most of the students were successfully able
to examine critically the ideas presented.

Feminist political theory is often assumed to be more than theory
because the point of feminism is to change the world; in other words,
feminist theory without action is not really feminist theory. Feminist
political theory is a human activity through which women have
sought to establish their equality, though different versions of femi-
nist theory have different programs for change. Historically, women
also have used feminist theory to argue for greater particularized
benefits for themselves as a class or group. Students sometimes have



No Middle Ground? Men Teaching Feminism

difficulty separating the analytic portions of a theory from its policy
recommendations. They often want the right answer and unreflec-
tively accept whatever is placed before them unless they suspect that
it has a partisan bias. Of course, feminist theory is unabashedly parti-
san in favor of the equality of women and men, so many students
seem to think of it as propaganda instead of a proper subject for
study. On the other hand, some may feel that men cannot present
feminist theory sympathetically because they are not supposed to be-
long to the group that feminist theory is meant to benefit. We argue
that both positions are mistaken. Feminist theory simply cannot be
dismissed as political indoctrination, but because of the baggage that
the recent backlash has attached to the subject, special care must be
used in its teaching.

As a group, we believe that a critical approach to feminist political
theory allows all students, male and female, to gain a hold on diffi-
cult material, assess its strengths and weaknesses, and decide for
themselves whether to adopt the perspective advocated by each vari-
ety of feminist thought. We maintain that it is not possible to simulta-
neously and consistently hold and act on all the varieties of feminist
political theory, since the debates and differences among feminists
are significant and real. We obviously do not believe that men teach-
ing feminist theory are essentially any better than women at main-
taining a critical perspective on the subject matter, but we suspect the
tension between teaching feminist theory and engaging in political
activity, which is inherent in the subject matter itself, explains some
of the questioning each of us experienced during the fall of 1994. In
what follows we will describe those experiences.

Shaughnessy’s Experience

The first person I told that I was taking feminist theory from Scott
Johnson immediately had a question: “Is he qualified?” It struck me
as odd that this person could not believe that a male could ever be
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qualified to teach feminist theory. Others asked similar questions,
such as, “Why would he want to teach that?” and “What interest
does he have in women’s issues?” No one had ever questioned the
qualifications of any of my other professors. Furthermore, when we
gave the talk midsemester, Johnson’s senior colleagues dismissed my
ability as a student to talk about what I had learned in his class, and
they often ignored what he had to say. The room was tense. It looked
to me as if it had become a power struggle between two young stu-
dents as new wave feminists and an older generation of women pro-
tecting their authority as longtime feminist scholars. Men were ex-
cluded. It seemed that they thought gender was only about women
and only women could teach or talk about it.

I, on the other hand, thought it was a great idea that a male was
teaching feminist theory, because it could bring a fresh perspective to
issues I thought demanded a new look. I was surprised that people
assumed that because Johnson was male, he was either unqualified
or lacking legitimate interest in the subject matter. I felt that ques-
tioning the qualifications of my professor in this class but not in oth-
ers was injecting partisan concerns into the realm of academics. When
we gave the talk, Johnson’s senior colleagues even seemed to dismiss
my experience as a woman because I was learning about gender and
feminism from a man. My friends’ responses to the class reflected the
polarizing public debate over feminism. Women could love or hate
feminism, but not choose the middle ground. Men, on the other hand,
were expected to oppose feminism and rarely allowed to be sympa-
thetic or supportive. Treating feminism like any other academic sub-
ject—a middle position—was not acceptable. So it seemed the idea
of a man being an authority on feminist theory was simply not be-
lievable.

From the beginning, I was comfortable in the classroom. For the
first time, as a woman, I didn’t feel nervous about the possibility (and
later the reality) of disagreeing with the feminist mainstream. John-
son did a wonderful thing: he never once laid out what he thought
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feminist theory was or should be. That was the question that (thank-
fully) plagued us through the entire semester. His refusal to define it
for us was a key reason the class worked for me. In some ways he
was more of a very educated sounding board. I could ask any ques-
tion or bounce my ideas off him and usually get a ton of questions
back. He would never insist that there was a single set way of view-
ing these ideas. We weren’t forced to accept or reject a standard
definition of feminism.

As a woman and a student, I found this important. I had always
felt uncomfortable being called a feminist because I wasn't really sure
that I agreed with all the standard popularized definitions. In this
class, I was given the room to find and grow into my own definition
of feminism. Johnson would constantly question parts of the defini-
tions that each of us came up with, so that by the end of the semester,
I understood and could defend exactly what I believed in.

I felt that Johnson was open to many new ideas and new theories,
some of which were highly critical of earlier versions of feminist
thought. He gave us a wide variety of readings offering many visions
of feminism. This gave us, as a new generation, an opportunity to see
that along with the liberal, Marxist, radical, and socialist feminists
there were lesbian, minority, and even conservative feminists. To
know the history and development of these different strands of the-
ory is of course important and necessary. But we need to know where
feminism is today and where it is going in the future.

In my opinion, the historical struggle to form a cohesive women’s
movement ironically resulted in a loss for individual women of the
opportunity to choose their own personal identities. The individual
“1” was subsumed in and lost to the ideological “we,” defined as all
oppressed women. Older versions of feminism obviously can speak
for and about all women, but less and less do they speak for and
about individual women. They certainly don’t speak to me. I think
these older versions of feminism have become authoritarian. They
seem like a club with particular rules, like those proscribing the en-
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joyment of sex because women’s sexuality has been created by the
male patriarchal structure for men’s enjoyment, or rules insisting that
men cannot be part of the solution because they are the problem. I
don’t think that that kind of feminism, as it has been popularized
and satirized in the media, will work for me or my generation of
individual women and men working together for greater equality.

Maybe Johnson presented a more humanistic approach to femi-
nism. By more humanistic, I mean more inclusive and maybe more
cooperative. I now believe that feminist theory does not have to di-
vide men and women but can lead to a better search for human
equality. I learned that feminism should not make me feel as if I had
to choose between men and women. This made me realize that both
men and women have to take responsibility and action in order to
change thoughts and institutions. I did not have to be a male-basher
to be a feminist. Nor did I have to feel left out of the fight for equality
just because I did not agree with nor accept all the philosophy or
theories that women before me had believed in.

With Johnson’s knowledge, guidance, and support, I was able to
see the males and females in my class, as well as my professor, as all
part of the same struggle to recognize the equality of all human be-
ings. I don’t know whether Johnson was more open to this because
of his identity. Maybe he was trying to make a genuine effort to re-
flect on how everyone, including himself, is implicated in the prob-
lems, concerns, and triumphs of feminism. This attempt at reflection
shows us a human view of equality and feminism. It is what made
the class work for me.

Seibert’s Experience

Every college student knows how important the choice of professor
is to the success of a course. If you find the perfect professor, then
even the worst class you can think of can be made worthwhile. How-
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ever, even the most interesting subject matter can be made deathly
dull by the wrong professor.

These thoughts occurred to me as I signed up for a class on femi-
nist theory, a class being taught by, I might add, a man. For some
reason it did strike me as odd that a woman was not teaching the
course, but I had to take the course anyway so I signed up. Initially,
I thought a male professor in this class would have to be either com-
pletely effeminate—bordering on gay—or else totally opposed to ev-
erything he was teaching. On the other hand, I thought any woman
teaching this class could not help but become adamant about one
aspect of the movement or another because of her personal experi-
ences. I couldn’t see any middle ground between these positions. As
I look back, it is clear to me that the gender of the professor affected
the view I took of the class.

Feminism has always given me the creeps. In part, this is because
I had been confronted with only the most radical, abrasive, and out-
spoken examples of the feminist movement. These are the ones that
make good press and grab the spotlight. None of the history behind
feminism is ever presented, and we men are not often allowed to see
the real tenets behind the different waves of feminism. It is difficult
to discover the entire picture of feminism because of the media’s dis-
tortions. For men to be sympathetic to feminism, they need to see the
origins of the movement and the reasons for its existence.

I will be the first to admit that the fact that Johnson was a male
helped me in this class. I knew full well that he was bringing his own
prejudices to the classroom and that these prejudices were as much a
struggle for him as mine were for me. Because he is a man, I was
more open and felt more comfortable asking the questions I thought
were important. I did not feel I was being viewed as the enemy. I
believed he had probably gone through all the same struggles that I
have in trying to figure out who he is in relation to the material he
was trying to teach us.

9
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In the past, whenever I tried to discuss with women issues like
rape, gender identity, power, and the family unit, they always made
me feel as if I had no clue whatsoever about what was happening in
their world. I was made to feel as if I were incapable of empathizing
with them and their plight. Encounters such as these made me think
that I had no way of ever understanding what was happening to
them because I was not a woman. Sitting there in class listening to
and talking with another man who was obviously well versed in the
tenets of feminist theory made me see that I did have the ability to
grab hold of the concepts involved. Accusations were not thrown at
the class at any point with regard to patriarchal structures or the rape
of women. When we examined these topics, we examined hypotheti-
cal causes in light of the evidence that was presented by the theorists.
Arguments, not accusations, were the central subject of the class. This
shifted the focus away from what men had done to women over the
years and toward a consideration of the implications of those actions
and the question of what we should do now. Thus ideas were always
fair game, but the individuals in the class were not.

I found myself becoming a better man for struggling through the
course. Johnson knew what he was talking about, and that is what
made the class run the way it did. I am glad that he allowed the class
to run itself when it would, and could keep it going when the tone
of the class required intervention. He had no problem acquainting us
with the theoretical frameworks of the wide variety of feminist theo-
ries, but at the feeling level he seemed to be learning right along with
us. This provided the atmosphere that people need in order to learn.
The class became a group endeavor. The process becomes much more
effective if the person you are looking up to is trying as hard as you
are to really grasp the impact of the issues involved. Johnson let us
see what it was like to struggle through the issues. I do not think the
gender of my professor hampered the class or in any way diminished
the knowledge I gained. If the world wants men to become better
men, then more men should teach feminist theory and more men
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should take classes in it. The information and theories contained in
the movement hold the power for both halves of the population to
be liberated.

Johnson’s Experience

It might help for you to know that I am a political scientist, broadly
trained in public policy and political theory at Carleton College, the
University of Chicago, and Stanford University. I have worked
closely with Susan Moller Okin, Elisabeth Hansot, and Jennifer Ring,
as well as other political theorists here and there. I teach political
theory and American politics at Saint John’s University, an all-male
college offering a coeducational curriculum in conjunction with the
all-female College of Saint Benedict located a few miles down the
road. About a third of my teaching focuses on gender issues: male,
female, straight, and gay. I participated in the construction of a new
gender studies and women'’s studies minor and work on a men’s de-
velopment research group. I designed the course taught last semester
based on syllabi from Okin and Ring, and I teach it here because no
one else in my department has the training and desire to offer the
same kind of course, despite the obvious need for one in our depart-
ment.

Since I am writing this essay with three of my students as an op-
portunity for each of us to reflect on who we are in relation to the
class, I think it helps to have some idea as to who I am, especially as
my students were often asked whether I knew anything about the
subject or why I had an interest in teaching feminist theory. I have
learned a lot about myself by teaching this course and writing this
essay. The sections about my coauthors’ experiences suggested to me
that they learned more from the class than I could possibly have put
into it, and surprisingly, each of them seems to have taken a slightly
different class.

Of the many things that unnerved me during the semester I taught
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Feminist Political Theory, some of the comments written by my coau-
thors were the most disturbing. When I first began studying feminist
theory, the backlash against the movement had barely moved into
full swing. While it seemed that few men were truly interested in the
material, no one, male or female, appeared really put off by the work.
Everyone in the classes I had taken was there because they wanted
to be. Therefore, when I walked into Feminist Political Theory, I was
somewhat unprepared for a hostile female audience in a class with
almost twice as many men as women enrolled. None of the men were
pro-feminist; at best they were indifferent. Some students had signed
up for the class simply because they needed a political theory class
that semester and had no idea, much less cared, what the topic of the
course would be. Even my coauthors report that they initially came
into the class with their prejudices firm and their critical capacities
somewhat dormant.

I suppose I always had known that by teaching this class I was
going to step on toes and tweak a few noses, so I should not have
been surprised by the reported assaults on the course’s legitimacy
based solely, as it seems, on the fact that I am male. Some of the
questioners were students, but others were faculty. Earlier we dis-
cussed the polarized reception to a public talk we gave on teaching
gender in a variety of courses. Some of my students have reported
that they were contacted by senior faculty and questioned about the
class content and my approach. When faculty privately question an-
other professor’s credibility, that can have a serious effect on a class,
even if those questions never become public. For all these reasons, I
was surprised that the course worked as well as it did. Fortunately,
my department has approved the course as a regular offering for as
long as I would like to teach it.

I teach my upper-division undergraduate courses by using discus-
sion. As one student has already reported, in class I see my role as
being a highly receptive, highly concentrated, highly critical audience
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of one who reflects information back to students in order to help
them improve their performance. The more I can leave initiative to
the students, the better. A teacher must use the energy and experi-
ence that the students bring to a class meeting, and the students must
be aware of how I see my role as well as theirs.

The philosophy of teaching that I am describing here, the develop-
ment of the professor into an audience of one, puts an obligation on
the student to take responsibility for his or her own learning. A
teacher as an audience of one cannot work effectively if the students
do not do their work competently. This means that I am often only
as good as my students; but it also means that as an attentive audi-
ence, I take whatever they bring to the classroom and mold it
through careful criticism. I reflect their input, individually and collec-
tively, so they can better see themselves and what they are learning.

When playing the role of an audience of one, I may appear to be
doing nothing to the casual outside observer, but by the intensity of
my concentration, by the focus of my attention, I will be communicat-
ing to the students what they need to know. This self-effacement does
not come easily, but I believe it is a necessary characteristic of good
teachers. It also hides the amount of preparation that goes into the
design of a syllabus, the selection of the readings for each day, the
thinking through of the possible as well as the probable course of that
day’s conversation, and the effort that effective reflection requires to
draw out the students’ criticisms of the reading.

I developed this approach to teaching from my work in theater.
Tyrone Guthrie first argued that a director is primarily an audience
of one in the same way that I have suggested a teacher is. Much
research on teaching suggests that a student-centered approach helps
students go beyond mere knowledge acquisition and begin applying
the concepts they have learned. It was only after having settled on
this philosophy of teaching that my research on feminist theory un-
covered several discussions of feminist pedagogy that recommended
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a similar approach. These found that while men tended to be granted
authority in the classroom automatically, women were often denied
it. The authors of these discussions then tried to design a feminist
pedagogy that simultaneously made a virtue out of an unfortunate
reality.

In my classes, I attempt to shed the authority normally granted to
professors so that my students can see me as a learner, much like
them, who simply has been studying feminist political theory for a
bit longer than they have. I certainly do not want them to confuse
my opinions with the right answers to the many questions I ask in
my classes. In fact most of my questions have no single right answers
even though some have demonstrably wrong ones. It was ironic that
an older generation of feminists did not accept my authority to teach
feminist political theory even though my philosophy of teaching was
based on shedding some of that authority in the classroom. The at-
tack on my authority by others not in the class actually helped break
down the barriers between the students and myself as their professor.

This teaching strategy cannot guarantee successful learning any
more than its alternatives. By successful learning I mean that the stu-
dent has critically engaged opposing arguments and found ways to
discover or strengthen his or her own position. A failure occurred
when a student could never quite see past his or her own prejudices
and his or her critical faculties remained in hibernation. Thus a fail-
ure doesn’t mean the student declined to become a feminist, only that
he or she declined to think. A student who still cannot distinguish
between MacKinnon and Okin yet believes in everything each says
without noticing or questioning their differences is a flop, yet a stu-
dent who spends an entire semester engaging in the arguments while
still rejecting all feminist theory in favor of traditional patriarchal
family values can count the course as a successful learning experience
if and only if he or she has thought through the reasons for and
against patriarchy and can construct a cogent argument for their tra-
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ditional position. The main goal informing my philosophy of teaching
is getting students to think for themselves, which ultimately may
allow them to change their beliefs but does not require it.

In reflecting on who I am in relation to my teaching style and the
particular subjects I teach, I believe the key factor has been comfort.
I am comfortable with who I am and how I go about what I do. I can
shed authority in the classroom because the loss of rank does not
threaten my sense of who I am, and I think students can read that in
my approach to them. This allows my students greater freedom to
find themselves in relation to the difficult issues raised in the books
and articles assigned and discussed. Shedding authority might be
easier for men because they are automatically granted it, but the main
point I want to emphasize is that a cooperative style of teaching that
empowers students to make their own learning choices and then
holds them responsible for those choices is an effective teaching strat-
egy regardless of subject matter or the teacher’s gender.

I am not female and cannot actually experience for myself much
of what some feminists theorize. But I am also not Plato, nor Hobbes,
nor Rousseau, and I cannot directly experience much of what they
wrote about either. For me the fact that I am neither female nor Plato
has some effect on my teaching, but it does not prevent me from
challenging my students to reflect on who they are in relation to the
material at hand or who the authors were in relation to what they
wrote. Being male does affect how I see the world, but I can recog-
nize that bias and must accept it in order to work through it. Being
male gives no extra insight into knowledge. Who I am is simply a
precondition, a set of changing filters, through which I experience the
world. The identities of readers and writers, teachers and students,
are clearly germane to many classroom discussions, but only to the
extent that such discussion furthers the consideration of ideas. If the
discussion of identity degenerates into ad hominem attacks as a way
of avoiding ideas and critical thought, then no one is learning.
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Kellen’s Experience

When [ first signed up for this class I thought that I would be very
closely related to the subject matter, simply because of my gender. I
expected the course to focus primarily on women’s experiences and
issues that had been excluded from the political canon (and history in
general) and on how this exclusion had affected and, more important,
hindered women. I was more or less expecting to hear a one-sided
version of the story—the one side of the story that had been lost in
history, the one side of the story that had been forced to take a back-
seat to the male version of the story. I was drawing this conclusion
under the assumption that the experiences, issues, and events that
had already been published in the political theory canon (and his-
tory) were “male.”

I also had several questions about what feminism was, or how it
could be defined, and what the role of feminist theory has been and
could be. Above all, I wanted to know how I, as a woman, fit into all
this (feminism, feminist theory, etc.). As the class progressed, I
learned that most feminist theorists, especially the political theorists,
have written their texts in response to or as rebuttals of the standard,
widely accepted canon composed of works by Locke, Hobbes, Plato,
and so on, all of whom have excluded women and women’s experi-
ences from their texts. One of the chief reasons for feminists’ re-
sponses is an attempt to redress the imbalance and the imperfect vi-
sion of the political theory canon. These attempts at intervention
reexamine aspects of human experience that have been ignored be-
cause they have been assumed to be just like the male experience. A
second reason for the responses is that participation in the canon is
in part determined by reflection and redeployment of issues already
extant in the canon. Locke responds to Filmer and Hobbes, Woll-
stonecraft critiques Rousseau and Burke. After participating in the
class and learning of the exchange between feminist theorists and tra-
ditional theorists, I expanded my view of how the world worked. I
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had a better sense of the relationship between political theory and
my politics.

As the course progressed I realized that both women and men had
been falsely represented in the political theory canon, as well as in
history. Furthermore, approaching the class as something valuable
solely for women, or expecting to learn just about women and to “set
the story straight” was extremely shortsighted on my part. I had en-
tered the class under the false assumption that the world as we knew
it, or as it had been presented to us in the traditional political theory
canon, was a true and accurate representation of what is “male.”
Eventually I began to understand that not only had women'’s experi-
ences been left out of things, but so had many men’s experiences.
Traditional, unreflective conceptions of gender roles had been dam-
aging for both genders—hindering all our experiences. Therefore, to
experience the vast spectrum of characteristics that our humanity is
composed of, we need to begin to recognize and understand that all
of us have been limited by the canonical expectations.

To understand the world, we need to understand both sides of the
story, and we need to fuse both fragments together to see the big
picture. It is fairly accepted that to argue effectively it is advanta-
geous to know your opponent’s argument. I think the same strategy
can be applied to understanding “how the world works” —we need
to gather all the information and viewpoints and experience that we
can from all the fragments that constitute the world, then we need to
fuse them together, and hopefully, looking at this big picture, we will
gain some insight on how to understand things.

The claim that only women can teach feminist political theory is
based on the false assumption that only women can learn, under-
stand, or teach about issues related to women. This is a damaging
assumption not only because it limits men, but because it limits
women as well. From what I learned in class, and the way I under-
stood it, the women’s movement is working toward equality that will
allow women (and men) to experience their full humanity. This

99



100

J.SCOTT JOHNSON ET AL.

equality suggests an abolition of essentially gender-specific roles of
the kind that divide all activities into women’s work and men’s work.
If only women can teach feminist theory because it is about women,
then the standard feminist charge against the mainstream (male)
canon suggests that women cannot teach political theory because it is
only about men. This is both ironic and sexist. Women are capable of
teaching, learning, and understanding subjects that they have been
historically excluded from, and so are men. Feminism, as I now un-
derstand it, expands how we approach, view, and understand the
world.

It is important to view feminist theory in an objective way, al-
though the subject matter is often very conducive to a subjective ap-
proach. But I think it is dangerous to approach feminist theory in a
narrow and fragmented way. As with any subject, approaching femi-
nist theory in a narrow way limits and excludes valuable information.
Studying, learning, or understanding feminist theory in narrow and
noninclusive fragments seems to be contrary to what feminist theory
is actually trying to do—broaden the information in the old canon,
expand our understanding and definition of equality, and expand our
understanding of female and male.

This course had a tremendous impact on me. We need to under-
stand men and women in order to understand how the world works.
If men are included in the quest to learn from, understand, and teach
feminist political theory, we all might better be able to gain new in-
sights from the old canon as well as develop new political theories
about how the world works and why. More important, this course
helped me understand that feminism was just one version of the hu-
man quest for equality for all. I have come to believe that it is impos-
sible to achieve equality in a one-sided manner, or by focusing on
only one side. True equality would inevitably affect all people; there-
fore, it cannot be approached as something one side fights for, or
something one side “gives” the other side. It needs to be approached
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as something that we all work toward together—something that we
all need, deserve, and owe to each other, together.

Conclusion: No Middle Ground?

Feminist political theory is an appropriate academic subject for un-
dergraduates to learn and faculty to teach. There is a distinctive core
to the subject: it is grounded in the study of the relationship between
equality and difference with regard to sex and gender. Part of the
rhetoric that was used to justify the inclusion of women’s studies as
an academic discipline was the claim that all previous work has been
the study of men by men. In part this claim was true, but most if not
all of that work never considered questions of gender or what being
a man really meant. Even today some versions of the new men’s
studies movement try to borrow the insights of feminist theory and
apply them directly to the study of men, thus once again failing to
consider critically what differences there might be between men and
women. Other versions of men’s studies are crude illustrations of the
backlash against the gains of feminist political activity, and once
again ignore the actual study of men and their differences from
women.

Feminist theory focuses on the relationship between gender differ-
ence and gender equality. This study can be done by men or women.
To prejudge the conclusions of such study based on the gender of the
investigator reflects poorly on the holder of that prejudice. This is not
to say that all prejudices or assumptions can be ignored. They must
be sought out, identified, recognized, and analyzed. What we tried to
do in this class was to examine a wide variety of texts and notice
how certain assumptions held prior to the research would make the
conclusions of the studies congregate within narrow ranges. Radical
feminists will find that men as a class dominate women as a class,
while liberal feminists will find that changing the rules may allow
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the supposed domination to lessen over time. In no case did we find
that the gender of the writer was the most important assumption
needed to get to the conclusion. We found that regardless of gender,
those who chose to work in a radical framework would come to radi-
cal conclusions, just as if we chose to use liberalism as our frame we
would come to conclusions consistent with its predictions.

Teaching feminist political theory unsympathetically or uncritically
calls into question political theory—not just feminism—as well as
the merits of the professor. We do not expect any theory to be taught
as if it were unquestionable, but we also do not expect theories to be
taught as if they have no merit. If the course were designed to pre-
vent students from becoming feminists or political theorists, then the
course would be a failure. But teaching feminist theory as an aca-
demic subject need not create a classroom of feminists. Nor should
teaching feminist theory simply be preaching to the choir. Our argu-
ment is plainly that a critical approach to thinking about feminist
theory leads to a better understanding of its variety and impact and
does not depend on the gender of the professor or the student.

The identity of the professor is germane to a conversation about
teaching only to the extent that identity affects or biases ideas. Of
course identity serves as a filter, but that filter need not remain unex-
amined. Like all assumptions, identity too should be examined, or it
certainly might bias conclusions. But the contrary assumption we
faced in this course—that males are essentially unqualified to teach
feminist political theory —suffers from a lack of critical examination.
In our experience in this course, identity did matter, it was examined,
and it helped us all toward a better understanding of the material.
We believe that those who challenged the course failed to consider
adequately their own assumptions and grounds for their challenge.
While we started with the polarized debate whether men can or can-
not teach feminist political theory and found little middle ground in
this binary opposition, we ended with a different formulation of the
issue. By looking at what we feel must have been the reason behind
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the opposition, we think we have found a solution. This is the obvi-
ous compromise: identity is an assumption that should be examined
by everyone when teaching or learning feminist theory. The claim
that suggests that only male identities be examined seems to us just
as untenable as the claim that only women have a gender. Each of us,
male and female alike, learned about ourselves as we learned about

feminism.

NOTE

The authors gratefully acknowledge 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

CHRISTIE FARNHAM

“When Christie Pope [Farnham] entered the room, there was immedi-
ate whispering and shock. One question that quickly entered every-
one’s mind was, How could a white professor teach black students
about African-American history?” This quote from the April 1991
newsletter of the Black Cultural Center at Iowa State University pos-
its the problem of identity politics in a nutshell. It raises questions of
both authenticity and authority, not out of concern for some philo-
sophical abstraction, but out of the increasing anger and alienation
that characterize so many African American youth on today’s college
campuses. They feel that, historically, the treatment of African Ameri-
cans has been so cruel and inhuman, so contemptuous and still un-
recompensed that any normal black student must, on at least some
level, be enraged that a white, whose ancestors came willingly rather
than in chains to this country to take advantage of the wealth that
slavery created, would have the audacity to lecture African Ameri-
cans on their history.

Blacks, however, are not the only students who register for my
upper-division survey courses in African American history. In fact,
they are outnumbered by white students who represent a self-se-
lected group whose interest in the subject grows occasionally out of
personal relationships with blacks but more frequently out of an ab-
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horrence of the injustices African Americans have suffered in a soci-
ety that idealizes freedom and equality. The white students differ
from their black peers, however, in their commitment to the notion
of a color-blind society.! Yet this commitment is occasionally accom-
panied by an unexamined tendency to judge black experiences by
white norms, which accounts for their often silent dissent from the
insistence by African American students that black cultural differ-
ences be validated.

While whites come to the subject from a different perspective,
many accept the same notion of authenticity and authority that ani-
mates the quote at the beginning of this essay. Although I have de-
voted many years to reading and researching in the field of African
American history, white students want to hear the views of the black
students on the issues raised. This is not simply a matter of being
interested in the input of students from the group whose history is
under discussion, as important as that is. It is also the belief that, no
matter that the interpretations I present are often the results of black
scholarship, what African American students have to say is the “real
truth” on the subject.

In this regard, white students are no different from white adminis-
trators and faculty who often appoint black faculty to positions in the
field of black studies on the basis of the color of their skin rather than
on the focus of their research. For example, the black male appointed
by the dean of the College of Liberal Arts and Sciences to head the
African American studies program at my institution last year teaches
in the department of chemical engineering.

Permitting pigmentation to impute an aura of authenticity and au-
thority is a type of stereotyping to which social science research on
the nature of prejudice over the past thirty years should have sensi-
tized all Americans. Yet even African Americans are capable of stere-
otyping white faculty. The current climate of intolerant conservatism
encourages many of them to assume that no white will see anything
positive in Nat Turner and resistance or in Marcus Garvey and cul-
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tural nationalism, for example. Nor would they expect to see a sig-
nificant portion of the syllabus in an African American history course
taught by a white instructor begin with a lengthy overview of African
history and culture. The assumption is that whites will not teach any-
thing damaging to the reputation of whites, like the rape of black
women by white men, and that courses taught by whites will be for-
mulated from a Eurocentric perspective—that is, whites will view
the experiences of African Americans only in relation to the history
of whites. In other words, critics of white instructors, who often in-
clude those with no firsthand knowledge of the courses in question,
like other students on campus and members of the larger academic
community, stereotype white instructors by assuming that being
white is a subject position from which it is almost impossible to pres-
ent an unbiased account of African American history.

Stereotyping on the basis of color foregrounds the question of pig-
mentation, which is more complicated than Americans of all races
generally realize. In most of the Western Hemisphere there are nu-
merous nomenclatures to designate persons by degree of inter-
mixture, and only full-blooded Africans are referred to as blacks. The
exceptions are the United States and Canada, where a “one drop
rule” categorized those with any visible black African ancestry as
black.? The immigration of small numbers of largely male Europeans
to Latin America and the Caribbean led to greater miscegenation
there than in British North America. As members of an interstitial
group, people of mixed ancestry were able to provide those goods
and services that were uneconomical for commercial producers
(slaves, peasants, and miners) to provide and for which there were
too few whites to supply. This provided them with a claim to an
intermediate status in society above that occupied by slaves. In con-
trast, British North America was colonized by entire European fami-
lies almost from the outset, and they always greatly outnumbered
Africans. Since slavery and further exploitation in its aftermath under
the auspices of Jim Crow were dependent on the maintenance of ra-
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cial boundaries, a bipolar racial society acquired the aura of being
simply a fact of nature.

Yet most African Americans have some white ancestry (and many
some Native American admixture as well). The early colonial inter-
mixture before the racial caste system hardened, the vulnerability of
African American women to sexual exploitation under slavery and
later as well, and a small but significant pattern of voluntary interra-
cial relationships, which continued throughout the centuries despite
all efforts to eliminate it, contributed to this demographic outcome.
The forces of discrimination have been so strong, however, that de-
spite some “passing,” most African Americans of whatever propor-
tion of African, Native American, and European ancestry have identi-
fied as blacks, whether by necessity or choice.

Nevertheless, race mixing has not ended. For example, 10 percent
of non-Southern black males marrying in 1986 chose white brides.?
These intermarriages, together with a trend in the United States to-
ward widespread racial and ethnic mixing, are creating a movement
to challenge commonly accepted categories. The Census Bureau is be-
ing urged to add new categories for persons who insist that the old
“one drop rule” is inaccurate.* Many children who are products of
interracial unions now want to acknowledge both sides of their heri-
tage. What impact this will have on challenging the concept of iden-
tity politics is unclear; however, it does not seem to be undermining
various forms of racial fundamentalism based on essentialist beliefs.
Although most scholars today argue that race is less a scientific con-
cept than a social construct, the public seems to be largely unaware
of this argument. In my teaching experience, I have found that black
students who have been adopted by white families, or persons of
interracial unions who wish to acknowledge a wider allegiance often
have been placed under intense pressure by African American stu-
dents to maintain racial solidarity. As a consequence, many drop the
class or stop coming rather than subject themselves to such intense

pressure.
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This move to maintain racial solidarity is partially a reaction
against the cultural politics of intolerance engendered by the ascen-
dancy of the right, which is also the impetus behind the current trend
toward an emphasis on victimization and a rhetoric that demonizes
whites. If black students see their opportunities to change society di-
minishing, they can at least enjoy the moral high ground in the na-
tional debate. The ability to maintain a sense of moral superiority as
a means of both resistance and empowerment should not be underes-
timated, for, although it can represent a retreat into the realm of
words, not actions, it has the potential to engage students in ways
that can lead to positive political involvement.

In this instance, however, an “us against them” mentality con-
fronts white students with a dismissive attitude that denies their
sympathies and concerns. To many black students, whites are an un-
differentiated category, all equally complicit in the injustices of even
the remote past. And the white students accept this complicity even
though most of their ancestors arrived in this country after the ances-
tors of most African Americans. Large numbers of my students are
descendants of European immigrants who came in the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries, settling in the prairie and plains states,
never having had any connection with slavery. Certainly, an argu-
ment can be made that whites today, no matter how recent their ar-
rival, are guilty by virtue of the fact that they benefit from the devel-
opment of the nation on the backs of slave labor. But if that argument
is made, so must analogous ones that implicate the nation as a whole,
including African Americans, in the current exploitation of Third
World workers and the privileging of Americans in terms of the na-
tion’s share of the consumption of the world’s resources. Few stu-
dents notice, for example, that the price of their clothes is consider-
ably less than would otherwise be the case were it not for the fact
that they were made by prison (slave) labor in China or child labor
in other parts of the world.

Nevertheless, as Malcolm X and immigration scholars have
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pointed out, part of the assimilation process for white immigrants
was the acceptance of racism. But the white students who enroll in
African American history courses, because of self-selection, seldom
share the racism of their immigrant forebears or even the racism of
some of their parents. This phenomenon of white guilt has always
proved frustrating for me. Personally, I find it inconceivable that indi-
viduals should be held responsible for what other individuals and
entire societies did before they were even born. Even though I am
white, I do not feel any responsibility for slavery—I was not there.
But if I encounter racism today and fail to confront it, then I ought to
feel guilty. Or if I live in a society that harbors racism and do nothing
to change that society, then I should consider myself culpable. And,
of course, the same holds true with regard to other types of injustice,
like sexism and anti-Semitism.

Without problematizing pigmentation, then, it is easy to under-
stand the demand for black instructors to teach black history. There
is the assumption that they have the necessary authority deriving
from the authenticity of their experiences and their morally superior
position inherent in their relation to the victims rather than the op-
pressors. Experience serves another purpose as well. It provides a
“comfort zone” in which shared understandings do not even have to
be verbalized to be communicated. As a specialist in women’s studies
as well as black studies, I have experienced the camaraderie and
sense of rapport deriving from all-female discussions. The atmo-
sphere is different: the level of emotion is more apparent; the self-
disclosure and support more revealing; the identification with the
subject matter more intense; the ability to say what you think less
subject to censure. The same atmosphere is often found in classes of
largely black students taught by African Americans. The students are
more expressive; there is less concern for papering over the harsh
truths of black experiences in the name of civility; there is a greater
sense of solidarity in struggle. In both cases common experiences pro-
mote a feeling of common identity. Undoubtedly, the introduction of
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a male instructor in women’s studies classes or a white instructor in
black studies courses changes this class chemistry. For some students
this may indeed mean that opportunities for leadership and indepen-
dent thinking are lessened and that learning itself is impaired by the
resulting anger and frustration. That is one of the reasons we have
black cultural centers and women’s centers—they provide safe places
to be oneself; yet these largely segregated sites are meant to be only
way stations on the path to equality and freedom in the larger soci-
ety, not final destinations.

Some academicians see these alternative patterns of class interac-
tion as evidence of different learning styles. Whereas I have no doubt
that different learning styles exist and that more of one type will be
found in some groups than others, largely as a result of socialization
and cultural differences rather than essential differences based in
gender or race, these cannot be permitted to argue for race- or sex-
segregated teaching and instruction in history, or a history pedagogy
that emphasizes racial identification over substantive content. Having
come of age under segregation, I am convinced that a segregated

“

learning situation, whether it be of the “ins” and the “outs,” the
whites and the blacks, or the males and the females, in the long term
is always an impoverished one, because exclusion leads to mispercep-
tions of the other and the rank ordering of groups in which the domi-
nant social order is maintained.

It is also clear to me that mastering the substance of a subject is
the best way to raise self-esteem. Teaching resource centers through-
out higher education are presently promoting “active learning,” a
variation on John Dewey’s and subsequent efforts to engage students
by avoiding viewing them as passive receptacles of their instructors’
wisdom.? The profundity of this insight, however, is often lost in the
pressure placed on instructors to reject the lecture method in favor of
discussions. Whereas the discussion method is an excellent pedagogi-
cal tool in many instances—for example, literature and composition
classes—it is not always the most useful in large history surveys en-
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rolling one hundred or more students, so I make use of it only in a
limited fashion in conjunction with a lecture format.

I agree with Nathan Huggins that “there is an irreducible body of
information” that students ought to know in history, simply as a
skill.® Identifying with the subjects under study and appreciating the
social dynamics in which they were enmeshed are necessary, but not
sufficient. Therefore, an African American history course cannot com-
promise content for a journey of self-discovery based on personal ex-
periences. To do so would be to deny one of the primary purposes of
education—to acquire the new knowledge a discipline has to offer.
Joan Wallach Scott argues that, by forgoing dependence on disciplin-
ary expertise, the instructor has “no protection from the charge that
she is ‘silencing’ the opinions of some of her dissenting students, no
way to prove that her criticisms of their work have not denied them
freedom of speech.”” Indeed, my own experience supports the view
that, when one is dealing with controversial issues, restricting one’s
presentation to scholarship on the subject is the safest strategy. Even
so, active learning invariably takes place, because the subject matter
is relevant to contemporary society and the presentation of compet-
ing historical interpretations compels students to choose among them
on the basis of the historical data.

Many African American students view black studies courses as
“theirs.” Thus, they feel that these courses should serve their per-
ceived needs for self-validation, the celebration of black culture, the
building of self-esteem, and, in some cases, even a boost in their
grade point average. Viewing it as their turf, they not surprisingly
object to its apparent appropriation by white students and faculty.
Although such attitudes are understandable, and many of these de-
mands have some validity in other contexts, they stand in conflict
with the standards of the historical profession. Self-esteem may well
result from the study of the African American past, but the discipline
of history is not designed to serve this end.

Several points in relation to history as a discipline are important
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to keep in mind here. First, history is predicated on the notion that
the field is not esoteric but can be learned by anyone, just as universi-
ties are based on the belief that all knowledge is in some sense uni-
versally knowable and therefore can be taught to others. One does
not have to be a Nazi or a Jew to understand the Holocaust. To quote
Nathan Huggins again, “Black Americans, for instance, who fail to
recognize that they are not the same as slaves will never understand
slavery. The present provides us with a different perspective as well
as a different knowledge of the past.”® To insist that only blacks can
teach or study African American history would also mean, by that
logic, that they would be unable to learn about or teach the history
of Europeans or Asians. Such positions would lead inevitably to the
ghettoization of black studies departments and programs, destroying
their intellectual integrity and credibility. Even more damaging, such
logic could be used to exclude African Americans from other areas of
study, placing them on an inferior academic track.

Second, postmodern analysis has had only a limited impact on the
historical profession, which had earlier recognized the impossibility
of locating absolute historical truth by means of some type of objec-
tive, empirical, method.? But, contrary to assertions by the more skep-
tical postmodernists,'® one historical interpretation is not deemed as
good as any other. Because historical facts do have a concrete exis-
tence, all interpretations must be measured against them. Slavery did
occur after all.'! Nevertheless, contemporary historians recognize that
work done in the discipline provides only partial truths and that sub-
ject positions must be considered and respected. The bias of earlier
historical interpretations is understood to result in part from the
dominant subject position of the authors. Yet the potential for self-
correction inherent in the historical method by virtue of its require-
ment that interpretations be systematically assessed against the facts,
a requirement enhanced by the current openness of the field to schol-
ars from a multitude of standpoints, largely accounts for the profes-
sion being comfortable with the view that past events, if not interpre-
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tations, have an existence independent of language and author and
can, therefore, form the basis of a realistic understanding of the past.

Finally, the historical profession traditionally has decried pres-
entism in historical writing and deplored a research agenda that
seeks a usable past. Today, however, feminist historians, African
Americanists, and other scholars actively seek a transformation of
American society and hope that their scholarship will provide a spur
to achieving social justice. Although presentism still is deplored by
most traditional historians, even they would probably agree that each
generation asks its own questions of history, questions necessarily
arising out of their contemporary social context.

Having said this, however, I must point out that how historians
do their work, despite major shifts in focus and types of data as-
sessed, has changed relatively little.'> Although the ascendance of so-
cial history over the political history writing of the past redirects the
focus on new historical actors, and the introduction of fresh data,
new questions, and “bottom up” perspectives brings major advances
to the discipline, the day-to-day approach to the data is still one of
collecting and evaluating evidence in a systematic fashion. It is true
that to traditional archival textual materials have been added oral
histories and examination of cultural artifacts and statistical analyses
of all things quantifiable, but whether the historian is emotionally
engaged or intellectually detached, the reality remains unaltered: like
the sleuth in search of the killer, historians meticulously and system-
atically analyze the facts they have dug up to see whether they fit the
theories they have developed to explain events. And a jury of other
historians and scholars uses this same standard to judge the outcome.

The problem for the history instructor is that some of what goes
for African American history in today’s black communities does not
meet these evidentiary standards. Ideas are being fostered in many
public school systems in inner cities where African Americans, in an
attempt to take control of their children’s education, have turned to
speakers, popular writers, and scholars trained in other areas to con-
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struct their curricula.’® As a consequence, when these students arrive
in upper-division university courses in black history, they charge in-
structors with giving them inaccurate information. Not surprisingly,
given the way history is taught in the nation’s public schools as a
series of indisputable facts and conclusions, any attempt to offer
more than one interpretation for consideration, much less to point
out which interpretations have given rise to consensus in the profes-
sion and which are still subject to debate, is seen as a rejection of
their true history. If the instructor is an African American, such a
challenge to their accepted belief system is called a “sellout”; if the
instructor is white, this is seen as yet another instance of whites lying
to blacks to preserve their own self-interest.

The onus to challenge the false claims of Afrocentrism falls most
often on historians, for these claims often remain ignored in other
disciplines. In English classes, for example, the focus is on writing,
not historical content; and, in any case, the instructor, often a gradu-
ate student or newly minted Ph.D. teaching numerous sections of the
required first-year composition course, probably does not have the
expertise to separate fact from fiction, especially since most Ameri-
cans have encountered very little African American history in their
own secondary and higher education experience.'* Outside class,
many Afrocentric speakers are being brought to campus, but they
draw audiences almost exclusively from African American students.
Thus, their speeches receive little or no critical commentary, leaving
even the more extreme positions unchallenged, which gives them the
appearance of credible, scholarly, “cutting edge” research, as far as
students are concerned.’

Much of what these speakers have to say may best be character-
ized as myth. Myths are difficult for an instructor to address, espe-
cially because all myths are constructed of both fact and fiction and
therefore require a more sophisticated approach to learning than is
generally demanded of students. And resistance is to be expected,
because many African American students have something of their
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self-perception tied up in these myths. This situation undoubtedly
will become even more widespread as elementary and secondary
teachers adopt materials, like those written by Molefi Asante, with
“easy to identify symbols which challenge students to internalize his-
tory onto an emotional, personal, level.”** American history itself has
not been without its grand narratives like the triumphalist myth that
paints a picture of the nation’s past as one of invincible progress.
Many historical myths serve the function of legitimating a society’s
origins, for example. But the purpose of history is to seek the truth
about the past, not perpetuate myths. One of my black students in-
sisted that myths should be taught even if they do not conform to the
facts, because they build self-esteem; but it is my contention that,
while this might be the initial effect, subsequent understanding that
this self-esteem was not based on a true reading of the historical
record would in the long run undermine self-esteem even more.

Many of the myths that African American students bring to the
study of history may be characterized as Afrocentric. Although these
ideas have been around for a long time,” receiving popular attention
in the early seventies, they are now being rediscovered by students
on university campuses who are unaware of their earlier exposure. It
is this historical amnesia that permits students to see such ideas as
“cutting edge.”

Afrocentrism refers to an approach to the study of the history and
culture of people of African descent that attempts to examine them
from their own perspective. In this sense Afrocentric history is the
story of blacks as agents, not objects, in society. The focus is not sim-
ply on race relations or even black contributions to the dominant cul-
ture, because this has the effect of depicting them as appendages of
peoples of European descent. Most historians working in the field
since the seventies are Afrocentrists in this sense,'® and I count myself
among them. However, some Afrocentrists have taken this position
further and developed a paradigm centered on ancient Egypt. A few
even tout a rhetoric of anti-Semitism and theories of racial supremacy
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based on melanin.!’ The recent visibility of these views in the na-
tional media has resulted in a shift in popular usage of the term “Af-
rocentrist” to refer to those who see Egypt as a touchstone for black
history, and I so employ the term in the remainder of this essay.

Afrocentrists have two goals: to gain respect for African Americans
by providing them with a glorious origin in the remote past to
counter long-held racist assertions that Africa, the “Dark Continent,”
never produced any great civilizations; and to give black studies a
distinct subject and methodology in order to provide legitimation as
an academic discipline.

The glorious past refers to ancient Egypt, which Afrocentrists ar-
gue was the first civilization. They further claim that it was a black
African civilization and that therefore much of the knowledge that
Europeans credit to the Greeks and Romans should go to Africans,
for they took their seminal ideas from the Egyptians. For Afrocen-
trists, Egypt constitutes a paradigm for understanding cultural
achievements analogous to that which classical Greece and Rome
constitute for Western European thought and culture, and they de-
mand that even courses in the history of African Americans begin
with the study of Egypt. Such a view counters the racist assertion
that nothing great ever came out of Africa by turning it on its head,
making European civilization derivative of African.

The Afrocentrists not only claim original achievements in the ad-
vance of high culture, but also insist on a cultural unity between the
early Nile Valley and the rest of black Africa and its diaspora down
to the present. Cultural values from the Nile Valley flow primarily
from the significance placed on community and cooperation and are
discussed in opposition to European civilization, which is seen as a
cultural unity emphasizing individualism and aggressiveness.

By setting up such an oppositional paradigm, Afrocentrists believe
they offer the key to deliverance. Molefi Asante says that “when a
person believes that the society is only to be used, that people are only
to be victimized, that neighborhoods are alien, he or she is capable of
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the worst kinds of actions. Afrocentricity creates a framework for
dealing with this type of dislocation.”?’ Deliverance, rather than com-
ing through social action, results from a reform of the individual —
from “recentering” one’s life through a commitment “to internalize an
African-centered consciousness in everything we do or think.”?!

This belief in the contemporary efficacy of the Afrocentric perspec-
tive in part accounts for the sense of urgency and missionary zeal,
especially in view of the problems inner cities face in terms of drugs,
drive-by shootings, and the feminization of poverty. An additional
motivation is the perceived need to delineate a distinct subject and
methodology in order to legitimate the new field of black studies,
whose first program was initiated at San Francisco State University
only in 1969.2* Despite the fact that advances in scholarship coming
out of a variety of interdisciplinary programs call into question the
very concept of disciplines as artificial and unnecessarily fragmenting,
Afrocentrists feel that providing the field with a distinctive subject and
methodology will legitimate its position in academia. This position is
also an effort to increase respect for African Americans, because black
studies has been marginalized within the academy as intellectually
“soft.” Afrocentrists are working to enlarge the field to incorporate
the study of all peoples of African descent, whereas most black studies
programs currently focus on African Americans, while separate pro-
grams, originally begun in the fifties and staffed primarily by whites,
focus on Africa. Afrocentrism also provides a theoretical base in terms
of a set of key concepts and a paradigm (Egypt and its cultural
hegemony). The methodology centers on the notion that “there exist
different, culturally-bound ways of knowing the universe.”?* In this
case, knowledge is seen to derive from an intertwining of both the
material and the spiritual and is thus a rejection of Western empiri-
cism. “In Africology,” according to Asante, “language, myth, ancestral
memory, dance-music-art, and science provide the sources of knowl-
edge, the canon of proof, and the structure of truth.”?*

Black studies, like women'’s studies, has always had a commitment
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to the community and to liberation; and some of their proponents
have sought to challenge empiricism as objective truth, because it has
long been used to maintain the subordinate status of both blacks and
women. The oppositional nature of these two movements against
deeply embedded forms of social injustice has led to many similar
strategies. A case could even be made that the belief of some feminists
in an early period of goddess religions leading to the development of
nurturant and peaceful societies® is analogous to the Afrocentrists’
conception of ancient Egypt.

The black studies movement initially began with a demand for
black history courses and the hiring of black faculty. Once ensconced
in the university, it turned to developing new knowledge and frame-
works for understanding African Americans. Presently, departments
and programs are interdisciplinary in structure and staff and range in
emphasis from Marxism to the black aesthetic. Contrary to the charges
of some Afrocentrists that these programs tend to teach about blacks
from the white perspective, scholars working in history since the early
seventies have transformed the field with their new questions and
path-breaking research.?®

Nevertheless, the Afrocentrists are insistent that theirs is the only
perspective for black studies. The National Council of Black Studies is
currently attempting to disseminate a curriculum that combines the
study of peoples of Africa with the African diaspora based on the Nile
Valley paradigm.?” Darlene Clark Hine objects to the criticism of more
traditional black studies scholars by Afrocentrists: “In order that the
intellectual domain remain healthy each group of Black Studies schol-
ars must engage in continuous critique, not in a quest for academic
dominance.”?®

A critique of Afrocentrism is considered an affront by many African
American students. Yet it is my professional obligation to point out
problems with their version of the historical record. Ralph Austen, an
Africanist at the University of Chicago, writes in reference to Asante
and his department at Temple, “I personally find their work parochial,
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misinformed, and trapped in the discourse of the very racism they
claim to repudiate.”? Many scholars of both races have pointed to
problems in the Afrocentric perspective.®® Egypt was not a black
African but a multicultural society; many of the contributions to
knowledge claimed to be African were indeed borrowed by the
Greeks and Romans, but probably not all of those claimed. But per-
haps more important, we should ask what civilization is anyway—
only bureaucratized urban societies with monumental architecture?
What are the linkages between Egyptian culture and those of West
and Central Africa and diasporan cultures many centuries later? Are
not Afrocentric assertions based on an essentialist view that culture is
in the blood? These and many other questions can be raised to chal-
lenge some of the central assumptions of the Afrocentric position. This
is not meant to dismiss the claims of those outside the historical
profession, for they often bring fresh perspectives that lead to critical
advances. The point, however, is the right to challenge their claims.
Although I had taught African American history since 1978 without
difficulty, much of it as a faculty member in an Afro-American studies
department, the rise of Afrocentrism in the early nineties, together
with my move to a new university where my track record was un-
known, resulted in serious problems.*! Some black students began to
rudely object to portions of my lecture material. Personally, I like a
frank exchange— “telling it like it is,” as it was known in the sixties—
and I had always encouraged questions and discussion throughout
my lectures. But this was different. An in-your-face hostility surfaced
that intimidated other students, both white and black. I experimented
with teaching techniques from teaching resource centers to improve
the learning environment, like an open invitation to students to give
five-minute presentations on any subject, to provide those with dis-
senting views a voice. But this only intensified their hostility. Still
searching for ways to enhance the learning environment, I began the
course in the fall of 1993 with a discussion of the major schools of
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interpretation in African American history, of which Afrocentrism is
one.

Because African American history is an upper-division course, his-
toriography has always been an important component of the subject. I
hoped that, by getting the problem addressed early on in the course,
tensions could be eliminated or at least diminished. As an example of
anti-Semitism, I referred to the Nation of Islam’s Secret Relationship
between Blacks and Jews, even though I had many members of the
Nation of Islam in class. I realized that this might prove to be impoli-
tic, but I had decided that it was necessary to confront the growing
acceptance by many blacks in my courses of the idea that Jews domi-
nated the slave trade and slavery.

I was also confronting disruptive student behavior for the first time
in my career. A Black Muslim freshman constantly objected to the
points I was making. When the student refused to leave class after
calling me a liar and then threatened me in front of my departmental
chair, he was barred from attending class, pending disciplinary proce-
dures. This incident provoked a sit-in of my class by members of the
Black Student Association and the African American members of the
university staff, including the head of the office of minority affairs,
and took place even though a fearful administration had put the
student back in my class over my objections and without requiring
him to withdraw his threat against me. The sit-in was legitimated
by the administration at a subsequent meeting with Black Student
Association leaders, provided that the number of persons sitting in
did not go over the limits placed by fire regulations. I continued to
teach, even though advised by friends to ask for a leave of absence.
The sit-in continued for almost six weeks, despite the fact that in an
unrelated incident the disruptive student was jailed for bank theft.

During this period, campus and state newspapers carried numer-
ous stories detrimental to my reputation, often including inaccurate
charges made by students who were not even members of the class.
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As a consequence, I was largely perceived either as a Eurocentric
racist or an insensitive instructor. Because of federal and state regula-
tions limiting what can be said publicly about students, I was initially
unable to defend myself. Mass meetings were held on campus in
which it was claimed that I must be afraid of African Americans; yet,
as far as I could tell, none of the speakers knew with whom I vacation,
who are my frequent house guests, with whom I party, or anything
about me personally. The B.S.A. even rallied on the steps of the
administration building to announce that they would get rid of me
“by any means necessary.” 32

The ordeal continued throughout the semester and would have
lasted longer had I not been previously scheduled to teach abroad the
second semester. Without the support of my colleagues in the history
department, the chair of the African American studies program, and
family and friends, I could not have survived, especially since I was
up for tenure that year. But perseverance eventually paid off. The
provost stopped the sit-ins, the faculty governing bodies passed reso-
lutions on my behalf, and most important, I was allowed to complete
the teaching of the course. The B.S.A. eventually found four students
out of the one hundred in the class to bring charges against me of
presenting inaccurate information and being disrespectful of a stu-
dent’s religion. I was subsequently exonerated by the grievance com-
mittee that handled the charges.®?

The potential for conflict remains, however, because of the growing
influence of Afrocentric claims emanating from rap music, public
school curricula, and books for all ages disseminated through a prolif-
erating market for ethnic goods. This influence, unfortunately, has a
much larger impact on students than the current lively debate of these
issues among black intellectuals in a variety of periodicals.

This essay is an attempt to demonstrate that not all problems
arising out of teaching what you are not—in this case, being a white
woman teaching black history—can be reduced to pedagogy or per-
sonalities. Certainly, if my classes had been limited to fifteen or twenty
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students, with primary reliance on the discussion method, I might
have been able to defuse the situation. But the decision to limit the
number of students who can take the course has to be balanced
against the reality that this means many who might benefit will be
permanently excluded.

The primary problem, in my opinion, is an unavoidable conflict
between the standards of the historical profession and the claims of
the Afrocentrists—a conflict that exists independently of the instruc-
tor. I am not unmindful of standpoint theory, the “linguistic turn”
in history, the contributions of Michel Foucault, and the insights of
postmodernism. Yet I am committed to the traditional historical
method because, despite its faults, it has demonstrated by its ability
for self-correction that it is the best method to date for arriving at
historical truth. This is not meant to denigrate the contributions of
thinkers outside the discipline. They often provide fresh insights—
insights that send historians back to the record to check these claims
against their own.

It is unfortunate that many of the current Afrocentric claims are
offered in a dogmatic fashion and that the debate, even among the
African American intelligentsia, has become so rancorous. But even
were that not the case, my problem would remain, because the public
(including my students) generally adopts intellectual claims like these
without their accompanying qualifications. This process of oversimpli-
fication is not new and has long afforded history professors the chal-
lenge of confronting naive undergraduates with ideas that undermine
their parochial worldviews. But this challenge cannot be avoided, for
the mission of the university and the history profession is the search
for truth—no matter what the consequences.
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